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ABSTRACT

Learning to be a lesbian:
Identity and Sexuality Formation among Young Hong Kong Lesbians
by
WONG Yuk Ying Sonia
Doctor of Philosophy

While the LGBT equal rights movements in Hong Kong have become increasingly
visible and popular in recent years, and lesbians, when compared to homosexual male,
seem to enjoy high visibility in the city’s public space and relevant safety from violent
discrimination, their presence in the public sphere continue to be low. Writings by local
queer activists and scholars such as Mary Kam Pui Wai (2001) and Denise Tang (2011)
point out that instead of violent attacks, since the beginning of local LGBT activism,
female have been facing systematic silencing and marginalizing within the community,
their presence invisible, and their problems often ignored or trivialized. However,
lesbians are not imagined to be, and do not perceive themselves as, the most oppressed
and disadvantageous members within the larger LGBT community.
This study proposes that this seeming apolitical attitude and lack of
acknowledgement of their marginalized position are the results of the unique “lesbian
learning” taken place in the Hong Kong context that render their positions invisible and
their problems unspeakable. I want not only to explore what these young women
conceptualize as lesbian identity and sexuality, but through proposing the notion “lesbian
learning”, offer a new framework to articulate and examine the formation and
construction of the “field of sensible” that conditions their learning about lesbian(ism) in
terms of perceptual equipment, information flow, as well as strategies of management
and application, to see the meanings attributed to this identity, and the nuanced struggle
for and negotiation of their lesbian identity formation, as both gender and sexual identity.
The findings of this study shows that their conceptualization of lesbian identity as
gender and sexual identity is largely conditioned by how they have learned to be female,
with normative gender social expectations having a huge influence on how they perceive
their sexual identity and sexuality, and their priority. Through documenting and
examining the process of their learning the lesbian identity and ways of managing it, I
hope to shed light on the mechanisms behind the social construction of female
subjectivity that conditioned the specific configuration of lesbian identity and sexuality in
the Hong Kong context, and the close ties between the two.
To this end, 26 women between the ages of 20 - 30 were interviewed, additionally I
spent 2 years conducting in-depth follow-up interviews and participant observation. With
the help of social constructionist accounts of contextualization, interactionist accounts of
meaning-making, the theory of sexual scripts, and Foucauldian notions of discourse and
discipline, I seek to analyze how the Hong Kong lesbian subject is created, maintained,
and regulated, both within different institutions operating at specific sites, namely family,
school, and pornography, and by the lesbians themselves. By proposing the notion of
“lesbian learning”, this study seeks to offer a new methodological tool of intervention, to
examine the network of conditions of intersectional positions, and the negotiated agency
of their understanding and imagination of identity, gender, and sexuality in the context of
Hong Kong.
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| INTRODUCTION |

"Obviously, Doctor," she said, "you've never been a thirteen-year-old girl.”
― Jeffrey Eugenides, The Virgin Suicides

This is a study that investigates the manifold meanings and possibilities of the
lesbian identity through examining in detail the process of “lesbian learning”. I propose
that what “lesbian” means necessarily varies, as its configuration is informed and
effectively shaped culturally, socially, historically, and geographically by variable factors
and discourses that aim at regulating gender, sex, sexuality, and desire. To be a lesbian is
to be conscious of one’s identity as lesbian, which is necessarily a concept learned,
interpreted, and incorporated into the construction of one’s subjectivity. This study seeks
to tease out what the lesbian identity and subjectivity consist of right here right now, what
factors play important roles in informing and shaping it, the limitations they impose and
resources they provide, and finally their implications in hope of reaching a more holistic
understanding of the possibilities of the notion “lesbian”.

But it didn’t start out to be such a study. In fact, four years ago, this project began
as I attempted to find out how lesbians learn about sex and sexuality through
pornography, but I soon found out during my pioneer interviews that answers about
individual lesbians’ porn consumption preference and practice are in themselves
incomprehensible and meaningless. It was a hard blow when my first interview ended in
5 minutes. I was left with more questions than the handful of answers I have got, and a
plate of weird-tasting spaghetti to finish. Looking into the lukewarm beer in front of me, I
put this setback behind as much as I could, and the night proceeded much more
eventfully with Ah Lit and me chit-chatting about her relationship, and the setbacks. It
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was a nice chat but it didn’t help to make me feel better about my first interview, which
was miserable. Not only was it embarrassingly brief, but even more embarrassing is that
while I gathered information about what she watched, or even how she watched, I could
not make sense of the data at all.

I pondered on this failure over and over again before I was brave enough to talk to
anyone again. I wasn’t prepared to waste any more interviews getting nothing. Or did I
really not get anything out of it? This reflection on that night at Causeway Bay over the
plate of weird spaghetti and warm beer soon led me to a larger set of questions, like Alice
who suddenly found herself tumbling down the seemingly bottomless hole, which
eventually led me to question the most fundamental of questions: Rather than finding out
just the What, I needed to understand Why and How. The answers I have collected are
not complete if not inspected vis-à-vis how they understand their gender, sex, and
sexuality.

What I need to find out is how I should comprehend their choices and usage of porn,
and how they understand and develop their sexuality given the conditions that constituted
it, be it pleasure, or lessons about their gender and sexuality. The question is not whether
their porn choices or by extension life choices are lesbian enough (as per the debate
based on value judgment, such as whether one way of being lesbian is enlightened or
progressive or subversive or politically incorrect), but how we understand these choices
in the context of their lesbians lives, and how their being lesbians in their own context of
possible sexuality and identity.

These questions, or my urge to pursue a better way of understanding of how
lesbians come to configure their sexuality through focusing on the process of its coming
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to be, came from my own experience which raised my attention to a discrepancy between
the textbook perfect lesbian-becoming conditions and configuration and whatever I have
gone through. If I too end up identifying as a lesbian at some point in life, would the
differences in experience or exposure to information produce the same understanding,
configuration, and performance of lesbian(ism)? If the “end-results” are different, what
does it teach us about lesbian(ism) other than what is being circulated? I want to find out
what “lesbian” could mean right here right now to people who do not fit into the popular
configuration of lesbian, to understand how they come to understand “lesbian” as such by
tracing what they have learned about gender and sexuality, and how it allows or disables
certain configurations of “lesbian”, and how this configuration of “lesbian” answers to
their unique context and need. What is important is never whether they are lesbian in an
enlightened or subversive way (and this preoccupation has indeed taken away too much
of our attention), but what reality they are facing, and how their lived lesbian-hood is
configured in response to their particular needs, desire, and challenge. However, more
often than not, many people are rendered invisible in the sense that they are unrecognized
and unrecognizable by existing frameworks of understanding and configuring lesbians.

The visible but nonexistent subject

Obviously from our day-to-day experience, there are lesbians among us. Their
presences are, by all means, real. Yet while their physical presences are highly visible,
lesbians are systematically rendered invisible from the narrative space of the city. When
we go to a newsstand where there are more than a handful of erotic / pornographic
magazines targeting the heterosexual and homosexual male market, there is none for
lesbians. In fact, the only magazine on the market now, LEZ (or LEZ MEETING), is
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published in Taiwan, and there are only very few outlets where .they are sold Lesbian
cafes or bars that were so often featured as the center of lesbian social organizations and
operations in earlier local literatures are, with one exception or two, basically all out of
business, and even those which are still running have been relocated a couple of times,
well out of the alleged “lesbian hub” (Tang 2011) of Causeway Bay, and now settled in
Tsim Sha Tsui, alongside with some other rather low-brow all-you-can-drink bars for
lower-middle class youngsters. As reported by many informants in local queer scholar
Denise Tang’s (2011) study on lesbian spaces in Hong Kong, most of the time, all that
lesbians are looking for is a space where they would not be seen by unwanted eyes in
unwanted ways, to just be themselves, and relax. My informants consider the
disappearance of these spaces as a result ofthe decreasing need for such a sanctuary or
hideout in contemporary Hong Kong society. While spaces for gay men are always high
in demand, partly because of the relatively more severe discrimination they face in public
space, ironically, the very fact that lesbian intimacy is more “tolerated” in public space
renders spaces designated for lesbians less and less sustainable. After all, when you can
occupy a piece of the public domain like everyone else, one might feel little need for a
lesbian-only space. But does this “tolerance” mean genuine acceptance and equality?

The aim of this thesis is to understand how lesbian identity and sexuality have been
discursively constructed and culturally perceived in the context of Hong Kong, by the
general public and the lesbian themselves, and what other discourses that are not directly
about lesbianism or homosexuality may have in fact played a part in conditioning what
configurations are possible. What is the cause of this invisibility, if not absence, of
lesbians, and what are the implications? Could we understand the phenomenon of these
lesbians seemingly allowed to occupy public space as not out of approval, but rooted in
systematic dismissal and denial of female sexual agency and desire, that lesbians, seen
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primarily as female, and their sexuality, identity, or even public presence, are effectively
rendered impotent and invalid, thus unthreatening and dismissible, and hence ironically,
tolerated. My assumption can partly be confirmed by the fact that despite their prominent
presence in public space, lesbians are discursively invisible in public discourses of
homosexuality, if it is primarily configured as a “sexual” identity, and lesbians (women in
general) “are not sexual”. More often than not, lesbians do not enter public sight, apart
from one or two pieces of news every now and then, occupying maybe a small corner in
the inside pages, about high school girls attempting suicide due to suspected failure in
pursuing homosexual romance. But most of the time, school authorities and parents
would rather not report the case at all, or try their best to dismiss the reality of lesbianism,
framing it as “a phase”, a “schoolgirl fantasy”, or even “false consciousness”.

Without the saunas or karaoke or nightclubs more closely associated with the gay
community to which sometimes serve satisfy voyeuristic appetite, lesbians, for the most
part, do not exist within the city’s narrative space. They do not even exist legally, as the
law of Hong Kong does not acknowledge even the possibility of lesbians. The only one
law that is concerned with “homosexuality” declares female sexuality and agency invalid,
impotent, unreal, or non-existent, because the penetrative sexual act between men is still
legally the only recognized and recognizable form of homosexual sex. If homosexual
men were once granted existence – even in the form of a negation and condemnation, a
position of an outlaw, of illegality, of criminality – they do, by the very fact that they
were addressed (or by the acts that are associated to them, even if not directly named),
exist. If homosexuality is effectively understood and constructed as a sexual identity, why
does lesbian sex not have a place either in the public discourse of LGBT rights nor in the
public imagination of sex? With lesbian sex being framed as impossible and nonexistent,
how else do we define, understand, and talk about lesbians? What does lesbian mean in
5

this context, and what does it mean to be one? How do people who are lesbians
understand what it means? How can lesbians be understood, imagined, or even begin to
be talked about?

Producing proper subjects

“Bodies only become whole, i.e., totalities, by the idealizing and
totalizing specular image which is sustained through time by the sexually
marked name. To have a name is to be positioned within the Symbolic, the
idealized domain of kinship, a set of relationships structured through sanction
and taboo […] What constitutes the integral body is not a natural boundary or
organic telos, but the law of kinship that works through the name […] which
installs gender and kinship, works as a politically invested and investing
performative. To be named is thus to be inculcated into that law and to be
formed, bodily, in accordance with that law.”
–

Judith Butler (2011), Bodies That Matter, 41

To give name to something is to recognize and acknowledge that something exists
within the discursive; but more importantly, to have a name is to be able to be talked
about, to be seen, to be addressed, to be discussed, to be understood, to be learned, to be
perceived, to be thought. In LGBT literature, there is often the account of “not having a
word to describe your feelings” (Xiaoyan 2008), “not knowing the name of your desire”,
or “wanting to know what to call yourself”. The problem, it seems, is about the lack of
adequate words, names, categories, concepts, and identities, for one to point to something
concrete that we wish to express or to refer to. The imagined scenario would be
something like this: in the beginning, the informants do not have a way to talk about
certain things, and as the story goes, when we they “found” a certain expression, in this
case, the notion “lesbian/ism”, a bundle of nameless yet concrete feelings and
6

temperaments finally have a name which we they can refer them to, and also a set of
logic by which they can employ to make sense of their gender and sexuality. But is the
story always so one-directional and perfect? Ken Plummer (1995) observed an
increasingly homogenizing “story” to frame a LGBT coming-out story, and this
phenomenon is quite unsettling. “Words don’t name, they produce”, and in the case of
“lesbian identity”, do we have a concrete set of desires and feelings and confusions that,
when one day, we come across a new word, we have arrived at the end of our long
anguish quest, we found our true self, we found a place where we belong, we have a
name – and our problem solved? Or are we missing a few things?

Conditions of the sensible

Throughout the course of this study, I constantly asked: So how is the discipline
and control of gender and sexuality for lesbians-to-be different from that of “normal”
girls so that they are worth studying? My answer would be: It is precisely that there is no
big difference. Lesbians do not exist outside of social construction and material
constraints; there is no “natural” or “inborn” way of being a lesbian that is unaffected by
social and discursive reality, or are there universal unchanging configurations of lesbian
identity and lesbian-ness untouched by its material context and linguistic constraints. As
Butler (2011) argues, when lesbian possibilities are located in everyday reality, power
operates to constrain from the start what constitutes as viable sex; the real question that
needs to be asked here is one that concerns conditions of possible meaning-making: How
do things come to mean a certain meaning for us? How do we come to make sense of
things in a certain way? How do we perceive, understand, expect, and imagine things? Or
as Butler puts it, what are the constraints in the domain of sexuality and gender that
define what is imaginable and what is unthinkable (2011, 59)?
7

Popular among writings on LGBT identity and coming-out is the logic of a quest
for a true self, a returning to, a discovery of and later reconciliation with one’s correct,
authentic, truthful, honest, original identity. When biological determinism
explanation for

as an

gender differences has gradually “gone out of fashion”, it is interesting

how a lot of LGBT discourses and self-narratives still cling to this essentialized and
naturalized notion of “revelation” and “discovery” of an inborn, unchanged, and authentic
identity. . One possible explanation of this discursive trend, as adopted by LGBT equal
rights advocates, is the need to combat the popular belief of a possible “conversion” and
the much-dreaded “conversion therapy” (promoted in the name of religion or science), by
claiming on the contrary that sexual deviants are in fact “born this way”, and thus,
unchangeable. Another reason could be since many accused homosexuality (among other
tendencies) as being “unnatural acts against the law of nature”, we advocates try to claim
their rights by defining homosexuality as inborn naturalness.

I understand. But I recall a story I have read when I was small, about how the most
famous ancient Chinese doctor Bian Que (扁鵲) diagnosed his patients who all seem to
be suffering from flu. The story goes like this: One day a patient went to Bian Que, and
requested to have the same medication as the previous patient, as the person thinks that
both of them are suffering from flu, and the symptoms are similar. Bian Que explained to
his patient: “Even though both of you seems to be suffering from the same illness, and
share similar symptoms, the cause of the illness is different, and if you look more closely,
because the cause is different, the symptoms in response to these different causes are also
different, hence the two of you require different treatments and medicine for your flu.” I
envisage this study to serve as an in-depth exercise to see how seemingly similar
practices or usage of a common notion might indeed mean very different things as the
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cultural and social contexts out of which these configurations are formed are different,
answering to a different set of struggles and problems. As Plummer (1995) had pointed
out the increasing universalization of a certain “coming-out” story, hinting to how this
narrative is leveling out the natural heterogeneity, I would like to argue that even though
we all call ourselves “lesbian”, what we mean is necessarily different, because it is
ultimately informed by different social and cultural contexts, discourses about gender and
sexuality that we come to understand and practice our identity and sexuality in a certain
“lesbian” way. In order to understand what lesbian means here and now, it is important
that we trace how notions and categories of sexuality and sexualities are conceived and
perceived, how they have travelled and been translated, and why and how they are
adopted and appropriated by this specific group of people.

Being lesbians

Most of the time studies and discussions of the lesbian are not really about how
lesbians are, but what they ought (not) to be. Rather than trying to understand someone’s
“lesbian-hood” (the way one is a lesbian), people are judged by a certain standard of
lesbian-ness (what Lesbian with the capital L should be like), trying to construct the
perfect exclusive subject against an Other. However, we are reminded that there is no
universal or authentic way of being lesbian, or bisexual, or heterosexual:
“[S]exuality is not natural, but rather, is discursively constructed.
Indeed, these very categories of defining particular kinds of relationships and
practices are culturally and historically specific and have not operated in all
cultures at all times. Thus we could say that there can be no true or correct
account of heterosexuality, of homosexuality, of bisexuality, and so on.
Indeed, these very categories for defining particular kinds of relationships and
practices are culturally and historically specific and have not operated in all
culture at all times. So, if there is no single correct account of sexuality, then
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contemporary views of particular relationships and practices are not
necessarily any more enlightened or less symptomatic of the times than those
held by previous generations and this is important to keep in mind when we
look at historical accounts of sexuality.” (Nikki Sullivan 2003, 1)

This thesis argues that

being

a lesbian involve an on-going process of learning

and becoming a “lesbian”; rather than being a “discovery of true self”, it is a choice that
is consciously made to identify oneself with what the person understands as “lesbian”,
which inevitably involves an accumulative process of learning acquiring and negotiating
of a set of rules and meanings that are socially, culturally, geographically, and historically
specific, while at the same time fully immersed within the learning and rules of “the
normative everyday”. The aim of this thesis is to investigate this dynamic process of
negotiating one’s feelings, one’s subjectivity, and one’s identity, with different discourses
on gender and sexuality that surrounds one. Through examining the process of “lesbian
learning”, I would like to shed light on the different, complementing or competing,
discourses on young / female / homo / sexuality at work, while making efforts to
contextualize them in each of the respondent’s life, and to move even further “away from
the mythology of the invisible, bounded, essential subject” (Barlow 1994, 340).

Being as learning to be

Being a lesbian involves, as the informants pointed out, a lot more than just passion
for the same sex, and taking up the identity as a lesbian means accepting certain ways of
understanding and framing one’s desire, body, and existence (or thate very fact that all
these were put in one basket under the label of “lesbian”). The social category of “lesbian”
contains a set of rules regulating one’s behavior, code of conduct, relationship, image, etc.
While being born in Hong Kong legally makes you a Hong Kong citizen, being a
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Hongkonger is to be learned: the way of speaking, the values, speed of walking, slangs,
shared cultural symbols, taste for food, etc., without which you would not be recognized
as “one of us”. Plummer’s “universal” coming-out story represents one form of learning
that is involved in producing a certain type of “modern lesbian”, and we should see that it
cannot account for all the different configurations of lesbianism, or all the different
elements we would now group under the umbrella term of lesbianism that constitutes a
sexual identity, because as much as it could be “inborn” or “natural”, how lesbianism is
configured for these informants are results of efforts of socialization and constant
negotiation.

When reading, I felt that the lesbian subjects in many studies seem to be already
“formed”, and they enter these spaces and sites, be they family, school, lesbian
communities, and pornoscape, as “already-formed” lesbian subjects, with a very concrete
sense of who they are. But from the experience of my informants and myself, that cannot
be the case. Just as being a girl or a daughter or a Hongkonger involves a process of
learning, I felt that it would be right only if we inspect lesbian identity as something that
needs to be formed, and identification more as formation, which is done through a
process of continuous learning. Just as I want to find out what made my informants
choose, consume, and read porn in a specific way, I felt there was a research gap in these
literatures in the subject of how their informants came to know, interpret, appropriate,
and perform lesbianism and the lesbian identity in this specific way, the process by which
they learn to react to those scenarios, or behave in a space, the way they do. The real
question that needs to be asked is one that concerns meaning-making: How do things
come to mean a certain meaning for us? How we come to make sense of things in a
certain way? How do we perceive, understand, expect, and imagine things?

11

In this study, I propose the concept of “lesbian learning”. Through documenting
this process and analyzing the negotiation of different discourses and effort of control and
discipline, I seek to see how gender and sexuality have been discursively constructed for
these young lesbians that make certain practices and ways of understanding possible (and
impossible). I would like to argue that, while there are rich literatures on lesbian/ism, few
have questioned the notion of “lesbian/ism” itself. It is both meaningless and ignorant if
we assume that there is only one true meaning to the notion “lesbian”, and

every single

person who are recognized as or subscribe to this identity label would automatically grasp
the exact same meaning and become an embodiment of this textbook definition. There
are more ways of being lesbian than one, and I believe that if we are to begin to
understand this group of highly visible but discursively invisible young local “lesbians”,
it is necessary that we inspect the process through which they learn about “lesbian/ism”,
alongside with other competing or complementing discourses. It is not a matter of why
they would become lesbians if they are going through the same learning as everyone else,
rather, it is a question about the conditions of how they come to be: If they are to become
lesbians, how does what they have learned alongside with everyone else provide the
conditions that facilitate as well as inhibit them in making sense of their feelings and
desires as well as understanding and projecting lesbian identity and sexuality?

Duality and Intersectionality

As I have mentioned earlier, what seems to be missing from a lot of studies is the
examination of how certain constructions are learned, appropriated, and lived, as evident
in many early feminists’ studies on heterosexuality (Rich 1980, Wittig 1980) and
criticism of the butch-femme models of lesbian relationship (Jeffreys, 1994). The
meaning behind the notion and identity of lesbian is inevitably informed and shaped by
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the unique background and exposure of each individual, therefore it is important that we
examine the notion of “lesbian/ism” as contextualized in the context of the subjects’ lives.
Ideologies and discursive constructions are not taken up and adopted as programs entered
into computers, how they are learned and performed deserve attention. As stressed yet
and again, this thesis is less concerned with giving a definition to what “lesbian/ism”
mean, than to explore what the notion “lesbian” can mean as an identity for the
informants. I would like to argue, by stressing the notion of “lesbian learning”, lesbian
identity”, like any other identities and social subjects, are not natural, but taught and
acquired, and the identity is the hybrid product of many competing discourses and forces,
whether or not they are compatible: What happens when understanding and subscribing
to a discourse about lesbian simultaneously means learning what “lesbian/ism” means,
and learning about how to be one?

The duality of learning about and learning to be, and the intersectionality of
discourses would be key to the thesis. The “young local lesbians” are not just only
“lesbians”, not only Chinese, not only young, not only female, not only non-heterosexual,
but they are the sum of all of that: sometimes one aspect is highlighted, at the next
moment other aspects or identities of them are put under the spotlight. Identification, for
the most time, is not exclusive (so it would be suitable to talk about identification-s),and
we are always more than one thing at a time, and discourses regulating different identities
do have their effect on us, whether or not they are compatible with one another. Some
lesbian feminists argued that “lesbians are not women”, but I would disagree by adding to
the statement that “lesbian are not just women”, and no woman is ever just a woman, they
must be many other things at the same time. We are living as “women”, a social reality,
so that even if our identification to the social gender “women” might vary, we are, more
often than not, reminded that we are “women” in our day to day living. As Ka-man Tong
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(2003) states in her study of local tomboys in school, their identity as lesbians or tomboys
is not the only important one for them, “for most of the time in their lives, it is not a
matter of whether they are tomboys or not” (7). I would draw upon literature by Kimberlé
Crenshaw (1991), Nivedita Menon (2015), and Patricia Hill Collins (2000) on
Intersectionality in the discussion. This emphasis on the overlaying of identities is central
to the understanding of the process of learning of the informants, which would be further
illustrated in the discussion on schooling, family, and work, and the debate around how
lesbians are (re)configured and understood is also prominent in the development of the
local tongzhi movement in the chapter on activism.

Tong (2003) in her study continues to describe how the young tomboys “are living
with different identities that they can drift in and out among them.” (7). She emphasizes
the agency and strategies of the tomboys by highlighting the “can”, in line with the
overall focus of her study. I would like to borrow her statement to highlight the
complexity of identity, while taking a step back from this positivism which is
characteristic of some earlier lesbian feminist studies, hailing lesbians as the ultimate
form of resistance and the only ones of achieving freedom and independence for women:
we are far from being perfect and free, we can never be wholly true or complete, we, like
everyone else, are trying and making-do along the way. While the notions of self-selected
family, queer community (even in the form of an actual physical neighborhood), or
coming-out as a break from your “old self”, are popular, they are realistic and feasible
only to a limited degree. We are caught, inevitably, like everyone else, in a myriad of
identities, in a sea of constantly competing and conflicting currents of discourses, and are
embedded in networks of relations, all from which we cannot walk out so easily.
Lesbians or not, we are likewise, to a large extent, an accumulation of our conditions. In
order to understand properly what being lesbians means to our informants, it is necessary
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to tease out the factors and process of “becoming” by examining how “lesbian/sim” is
defined and discussed in different discourses, and understanding the many ways gender,
sex, and sexuality has been constructed for the informants.

While we are looking at the recipient end of the discursive construction of the
notion of “lesbian/ism”, we are not looking at people as the passive end of reception, but
the agency and politics involved in the negotiation between discourses. Butler (1990)
pointed out their blind spots of overlooking the agency of the subjects and urge us to turn
back to “subvert the meanings” rather than simply “trying to abolish or silence its
practice”, and to examine the potentiality of subversion and reinvention in lived practices.
In Louisa Allen’s (2011) study on the students’ perspective on sexuality education in
New Zealand schools, we would find that they are more than passive recipients of
messages and teachings; rather, they have their own concerns and interests, and each of
their unique background and life experiences would affect their exposure to different
information and their understandings of it. The informants learn, but they are also the
active interpreters and producers of discourses and meaning. All the core chapters would
be dedicated to the analysis of discourses circulating in different sites, to examine the
access and flow of information and knowledge, their effects to lesbian learning, the
strategies and agency in the process of meaning-making and subject-formation.

Problematizing “lesbian”: What is a lesbian?

“Lesbian/ism” as a concept and identity category had both been a problem and a
non-problem in Hong Kong society and in local research, which has seldom been
interrogated. Local literatures on Hong Kong lesbians fall mainly into four interlocking
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categories: collections of oral histories or autobiographical writings by local lesbians (or
queer women), qualitative ethnographical studies about lived experience of lesbians,
study of media and cultural representation of lesbians, and quantitative studies in the
Social Science or Psychology discipline that aim mainly at finding causes and possible
interventions. While oral histories and ethnographies both shed light on the complex
process of lesbian learning (Tang 2011), highlighting a non-linear learning process that is
influenced by conflicting forces, and quantitative studies helped to draw out key elements
in the process of learning and identity formation (Lieh-Mak, O'Hoy, Luk 1983), both
offering very valuable insights, what is missing might be the fundamental questioning of
the notion of “lesbian(ism)” – a notion which, I would like to argue, these studies have
taken for granted, as a more or less naturalized, and somewhat unquestioned, category of
identity, and it is the aim of this thesis to problematize it.

In my discussion, I would use “lesbian” as a distinct identity that is consciously
embraced, which I differentiate from “same-sex desire” or “same-sex love”, which in
many studies, are interchangeable with one another. While lesbian identification
necessarily includes same-sex attraction, same-sex attraction does not necessarily leads to
lesbian identification. What sets “being a lesbian” apart from mere “same-sex desire /
attraction” – an important distinction to make – is one’s conscious deliberation to
interpret and express one’s feelings and desires in the context of one’s lesbian
identification, obliging to a set of principles perceived to be governing the lesbian
person’s subject and object of desire, and their respective positions relating to one
another.

I pay close attention to how lesbian(ism) is defined in studies, especially those that
are qualitative, in the Hong Kong or greater Chinese context, and how these definitions
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balanced between clarity, flexibility, and inclusiveness. Tang (2011) defined her subjects
as “Hong Kong women with lesbian desires”, “who have same-sex desires, regardless of
their sexual orientation, and to include women who may not identify themselves as
lesbian or bisexual women but engage in same-sex relations” (2011, 3). Sang (2003) took
one step further to open up the notion. She chose to group feelings “ranging from longing,
idealization, infatuation, worship, attachment, protectiveness, jealousy, and passion to the
physical sex act in various forms” under the umbrella term “lesbianism” as a category of
eroticism, and added that “I do not privilege either emotional investment or physical sex
as the staple of lesbianism. Nor do I maintain that an intersubjective relation must have
both spiritual and carnal elements to deserve the rubric lesbianism. Lesbianism defined as
such does not necessarily preclude opposite-sex eroticism. A woman can have multiple
emotional and physical relationships with both sexes at the same time or in succession,
and I may use lesbianism to name her relationship with women.” (34) In her definition,
“lesbian” can include all same-sex emotions attachments and desires, while not being
specific to lesbian-identified women.

Lesbian identification as context of desire

However, in order to proceed with the examination this study attempts, and to
understand how the informants interpret and express their feelings and desires in the
context of their lesbian identification, the conscious establishment of lesbian as an
identity is necessary. The definitions Tang (2011) and Sang (2003) suggested, while
giving room for more diversified identifications, risk reading lesbianism into the story.
While same-sex desire might occur to people regardless of their sexual orientation and
identification, they do not necessarily interpret and handle this desire in the way we
understand it now, as homosexuality, or our conception of lesbianism. I would like to
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suggest that if the person does not identify herself as lesbian, whatever desire she might
feel for another woman could not be “lesbian desires”, because in order to befit the name
of “lesbian desires”, it shall be aligned consciously with the ways the person understood
and recognize as to how lesbians should be like (whatever that might be). Otherwise, I
would suggest replacing it by “female same-sex desire”, which I perceive to be a more
suitable term when referring to desires that do not stem out from or consciously align
with one’s lesbian identification. This is particularly important in our investigation of
“lesbian learning”, as a process of both learning about lesbians, and learning to be a
lesbian, the first having to do with the information flow regarding lesbianism, and the
second about the realigning and redefining elements in life around the consciousness of
one’s lesbian identity.

“Lesbian” in this study would mean exclusively the identity my informants
perceive to be one that requires learning, acquiring, adapting, and negotiating, taken up
actively or passively, with a specific set of discourses, rules, code of behavior, criteria,
responsibilities, and costs, that help or require them to organize their emotions,
relationships, and subjectivity in a certain way. I believe this is important, for what this
study tries to achieve is to help understand, from the lived experience of my informants,
what constitutes their understandings of lesbian(ism) in their given contexts, what it
can/not do for them, and how their own emotion, passion, and desire are related to the
notions and/ or identity of “lesbian”. I seek to explore how “lesbians” become “lesbians”,
to paraphrase Sang (2003), by investigating the representations and reception of
female-female relations in the here and now, and their varied constructive and/or
regulatory effects as perceived, negotiated and appropriated by the subjects (15), or in
short, to contextualize their being lesbians in the context of their lives, and to
contextualize their being in the context of their being lesbians.
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Gender as the context of lesbian identification

As Kam (2008) points out, gender and sexuality are mutually constitutive. I would
like to argue, with the support of the accounts of my informants, that lesbian does not
simply connote sexual object choice, as is often the (terribly misplaced) focus on “sex”
alone when we want to understand any holistic being through the narrow lens of
“sexuality” as in “homosexuality”, “lesbian” denotes object choice in as much as a choice
of gender expression. Their gender is the context of their lesbian identification, which as
the “sexual script” theory proposed by Simon & Gagnon (1973) suggested, is informed
and regulated by the influences of social norms that shape human sexual behaviors to fit a
certain shared pattern in a particular social context. “Sexual script” is not only a system
by which people determine if a behavior is sexual, what makes them sexual, the meanings
attached to those behaviors, who should take part in what way in what kind of
relationship and exchange, “deriving from metaphorical scripts individuals have learned
and incorporated as a function of their involvement in the social group” (Wiederman
2015, 7), but also determines the subject and object role and subject-object position of in
sex and desire. How gender has been taught for these informants informs how lesbian
identity and sexuality could be configured. While there have been calls for lesbian studies
to “come out of feminism”, I contend that it is a call against the claim that for all lesbians,
their gender identity necessarily occupies a central position in their complexly
intersectional identities, or that there is an essential femininity that represent or unite all
women. However, while female self-identification is not necessarily applicable to my
informants, as some of them tend to identify more with “lesbian genders”, they are
nonetheless continuously identified as female, and this in many ways, conditions their
day-to-day life, and how they are expected to be. Gender in this context is a key aspect in
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the intersectional identities of the informants, and is a necessary and effective means for
navigating and understanding their experience in the context of Hong Kong; gender here
is a key site of the construction of sexual possibility and of the hierarchies inscribed in
them (Evans 1997, 29).

While homosexual identification is often discussed in relation to shame, I would
begin by looking at a few possible locations of “shame”. As Fran Martin (2010)
eloquently captures in her book on Backward Glances: Contemporary Chinese Cultures
and the Female Homoerotic Imaginary, homosexual identification is “a process based on
identification with a prohibited or abjected category (tongxinglian: the category
“homosexuality” itself)… the shame produced by identification with this culturally
stigmatized category becomes a keystone of the gay or lesbian self… in a context in
which the shaming charge of the term tongxinglian remains immense, homosexual
identity is necessarily based on a foundational injury: the subjective injury of recognizing
oneself in the shameful accusation, ‘Tongxinglian’!” (98) At the beginning of my
research, my hypothesis followed this formulation of injured and shame-bounded
identification popular among literature on homosexual identification, where the shame is
located in the homosexual identity, especially popular among those focusing on gay
subjects, such as Ho & Tsang (2010): Not only is gay identity learned as the disruption or
disobedient of normative (hetero)sexuality, the norm we are all trained to aspire to, the
gay identity is learned as something in itself negative and to be ashamed of. My initial
assumption was that since the lesbian identity as a social category that exists external to
one and thus has to be acquired, people who identify as lesbians would learn the
homosexual identity like any (by default brought up as and assumed to be heterosexual)
person would, as a socially undesirable, prohibited, pathological, shameful, and
stigmatized identity. In this formulation, the identification inevitably becomes one that
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would have a negative affective burden on one’s subjectivity, as the stigma and shame
would have been internalized, thus the call for “pride” is necessary and meaningful as this
identity they embraced is “shameful” by default.

The Chinese term Tongxinglian (同性戀), which Martin (2010) employed in her
study of lesbians, actually does not make a distinction between male and female
homosexuals, similar to the notion of “homosexual” in English. However, from my
research and review of literature, the gender difference is in fact important in determining
the reason and level of stigmatization in relation to homosexuality, because the social
positions, expectations, and duties entailing the two genders are different, that the control
and challenges face by male and female homosexuality are different. In Hong Kong,
when it comes to describing homosexuality, rather than calling someone by the formal
and politically correct way Tongxinglian (in Putonghua) or tung sing lyun ze (in
Cantonese, 同性戀者, homosexuals), more colloquial derogatory names such as “gei lou”
(基佬, which literally means a “gay lad”) or “gei po” (基婆, literally means “a gay crone”)
are more widely used. Interestingly, while “lou” in Cantonese often denotes the unrefined
display of hyper masculinity and aggressive sexuality that is thought to be characteristic
of lower-class middle-aged men, but when used in the compound term “gei lou”, the
implication of masculinity in “lou” is reconfigured by modifier “gei”, the term comes to
mean effeminate men, and becomes an insult mocking gay men for the lack of manliness
which makes them less worthy of the supposedly more prestigious social position of “real”
men, similar to “sissy” or “faggot”. Unlike the usage of “po” in Taiwan in the “T/po”
relationship model, which is a local adaptation / variation of the “butch/femme” roles,
with “po” a short form of “lao po” (老婆, wife), in Cantonese, “po” is a derogatory term
referring to any woman who is unrefined, lacks manner, lower-class, old, and sexually
unattractive. The term can be understood as “dyke”, yet there is another term in
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Cantonese to refer specifically to butches, which is “naam jan po” (男人婆), meaning
“Man-like woman”. We can see how the shame and the shaming are located at the
disruption and transgression of gender norms rather than explicitly pinpointing her
sexuality.

Gender in Chinese culture concerns itself mainly with the regulating of social
gender role and duty, and the sexual object choice is only seen as an aspect subsumed
under it, as only one of many manifestations of one’s gender. What has been highlighted
in these “insults” are the befitting of gender expression, which explains why effeminate
gay men and masculine lesbians are among the ones who are most severely stigmatized,
not so much as for the fact that their sexual object choice is a problem, but because they
disrupt the gender system with the wrong temperament and gender expression, thus are
not worthy of, or fail to living up to, their assigned position in the social hierarchy. As
Lucetta Kam (2008) aptly explains, “in cultures that favor masculinity and operate under
patriarchal logic, to be a women (a culturally inferior gender group) with masculine
attributes is a move up in the social structure, whereas to be a man (a culturally superior
gender group) with feminine attributes (or even dressing style) is a move downward”
(Kam 2008, 104). The two are persecuted as they fail to perform and remain at their
assigned gender social position, through their gender expression (being a masculine
female or effeminate man) and associated sexual object choice (not succumbing to the
male or subjecting oneself to an inferior gender position in a relationship with man),
which the latter is seen as a manifestation of the former; both are considered a breach of
one’s given social position and role, hence the shame. This challenges the popular
configuration of oppression suffered by LGBT as mainly basing on their homosexuality.
If as Wittig (1980) stated, lesbian identity requires breaking the compulsory way of life,
for the informants, this break does not mean only the heterosexual way of life. The
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challenges my informants face, more so than homophobia, are directed against their
disregard and transgression of gender norms. Lesbians, as we see in this study, do not
only mean those who are emotionally and erotically attached to the same-sex, but also
means those who chose a certain path of womanhood, which is closely related but not
reducible, to be in any way sufficiently explained by the mere notion of their sexuality.

Heterosexual conditioning of lesbian possibility

Jack Halberstam in Gaga Feminism (2013) describes the relationship between
lesbian identification and heterosexual conditioning as something like a coating that is
preventing one from getting in touch with one’s inner self, when he asks: “What if you
begin life as a queer mix of desires and impulses and then are trained to be heterosexual
but might relapse into queerness once the training wears off?” (34) While the metaphor of
“wearing off” is appropriate in pointing out precisely logical flaw of heterosexual posing
as natural, neutral and universal, the implication that lesbianism begins where
heterosexism ends, is questionable. Compulsory heterosexist and patriarchal teaching,
instead of a doctrine in need of “wearing-off”, should be considered as the context and
conditions of possibility for any lesbian subject and its formation, as it is a social reality
and condition that everyone, regardless of sexual orientation and choice, is submerged in.

It is important that we consider the subjects’ homosexuality in the context of
“compulsory heterosexuality” as not only conditioning about the gender of sexual object
choice, but also as a set of teachings about gender, sexual possibility, relationship, and
sexuality that are embedded within heterosexism and phallocentrism pose themselves not
only as the norm, but also the ideal. We often forgot the fact that lesbians or
lesbians-to-be do not exist in isolation of the predominantly heteronormative social
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context, and that they do not receive a different kind of “queer education” since in
childhood for them to become lesbians. It is important that we recognize that any
lesbian-to-be was raised to assume heterosexual gender and sexual identities, but
nevertheless adopts lesbian identity at some point in life. Before the informants identify
themselves with the social category of “lesbian”, they are, like any other biologically
female children, recognized and thus raised as female assumed to be heterosexual, and
throughout their growth, are continuously viewed and treated so, and these teachings they
receive inform and shape the framework by which they make sense of and imagine their
gender and sexuality.

When the heteronormative gender expression and heterosexuality are established as
the only possible configuration of gender and sexuality, even when you position yourself
as the negation of it, you can never really be outside of it. To varied degrees, they do not
only grow up trying to live up to a certain standard of gender and sexuality in a given
society, they have also learned about homosexuality more or less in the same way as
everyone does, which begs the question of whether “authenticity” is meaningful at all in
the discussion of any configuration of homosexual identity. Through proposing “lesbian
learning” as a new methodological approach, I wish to see in what ways these learnings
impacted how they come to understand and establish their own lesbian identity and
sexuality.

Against proper subjects

Voices are often thought in relation to individual subjectivity and
identity, but they are, perhaps even more importantly, about how one takes
up social positions within various collectivities. […] The question is
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whether all forms of connectedness and belonging, of solidarity and unity,
need be closed, insular and homogeneous.
– Lawrence Grossberg (2015), 19

I was asked endless times during the course of my research: What is a lesbian? I
have consulted different texts for definitions of “lesbian” attempting to find answers, but
they all seem to have failed to capture the ways my informants understand their lesbian
identity. The sense of ahistoricity, the apparent break or non-existence of lineage, and the
disconnection or non-affiliation with communities, organizations, and movements, while
having to negotiate with the common language of modern sexual and identity politics in
their everyday life, is an interesting phenomenon to observe, when they seem to
simultaneously exist at the same time outside of, while engaged in the modern LGBT
discourse.

In her article “‘Spoiled Identity’: Stephen Gordon’s Loneliness and the Difficulties
of Queer History” (2001) Heather Love quoted one of her informants who considered the
lesbian classic The Well of Loneliness “very bad news for lesbians”, and described it as “a
depressing spectacle that must undermine life among lesbians” (2001, 487). we can see
that the commentator it had already gone beyond describing the effect the novel has on
lesbian learning for the queer person, to how the public learns about lesbians – if the two
can actually be distinguished and separated at all. Love further explains: “behind such
arguments over the novel’s ideology one senses discomfort […] Its association with
internalized homophobia, erotic failure, and a stigmatizing discourse of gender inversion
has allowed the novel to function as a synecdoche for the worst of life before Stonewall”
(2001, 488), which can well be concluded as, “since gay liberation Hall’s novel has been
singularly out of step with the discourse of gay pride”. The enduring popularity of the
novel, combined with the increasing opposition to and discomfort with it, is telling us
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more about its readers than the novel itself, that in the time of global modern LGBT pride,
readers became suspicious and agitated by such “depressing spectacle” of a queer person,
whose image is particularly politically incorrect as the character refuses to identify with
other queer characters around her and to accept, if not wholeheartedly embrace and be
proud of, who she should be, that is as we have read it into her, a queer person.

Nikki Sullivan (2003) sketches the debates around the notion of community (and
identity politics), quoting Chang Hall (1993) and using the example of a statement from
1998 SGLMG (Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras) to discuss the problems with
community, activism, identity, definition, and individual. While they are not basing their
discussion on the “community vs. individual” dichotomy, they pointed out what might be
the “necessary evil” of any organization, particularly those aiming to fight for rights. For
joining individuals, one has to choose a primary identity, and be policed; and for the
groups, membership must be exclusive, and boundary must be clear. As their
organization or project already presumes an acceptance and commitment to a rather
stable and definite identity, or that the purpose of the project or movement is to make
visible such a group, and to make specific claims and demands, there is often little critical
space or distance to inspect more fundamental notions such as “lesbian(ism)”.

Just as Wu (2013) who observed how certain groups are marginalized and
disavowed by their fellow marchers with the saying “I don’t want people to think that all
LGBT persons are like them”, there is the fear in movements for the “depressing
spectacle” of publically incorrect gayness, which supposedly would undermine the fight
for social acceptance and equal rights, even though they too should be also part of the
reason to fight. But we are caught in this dilemma of mobilizing them and not
recognizing them, as movements seek to reach out to them to legitimize their claim, but
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hesitate to call them one of our own for concerns of public correctness. While the gay boy
Stephen met in the bar tries to claim her as “ma soeur” (The Well, 388), she is reluctant to
reply by calling him “my brother”, because of his “obviousness” of being queer, but also
for his display of the stereotypical decadence and pitifulness; as the readers, we are
caught in the dilemma of whether we could and should recognize the fictional Stephen
among many others as one of our family, for her self-hatred, denial, guilt, and shame, or
their profession, class, race, orientation, etc. What then would leave those who identify as
lesbians, but are different from, what “lesbian” has come to mean? In short, why can’t we
see them, or, why do we refuse to?

As I was reading the article, my memory of the difficulties I encountered in writing
this study was refreshed. Just as in the case of The Well, did Radclyffe Hall intend the
novel to be “bad news for lesbians”? Is the work convicted for being a “depressing
spectacle” based on fact or stance? If the novel could benefit us in any way, I believe it
would be as a record of sentiments and experience of a particular time in history, rather
than as a totalistic “politically incorrect” representation of all that lesbian is. Sadly, it is
becoming more and more common to read the novel in a negative light. The novel is now
often discussed and mobilized for what it should mean in the context of global modern
LGBT pride discourse, but not for what it is trying to say in itself. Stephen’s
dis-identification with the queer community in the book and her refusal to recognize her
own queerness is not understood as one possible way of being a lesbian, but instead is
criticized as the wrong way, just as the informants in this study, more often than not, are
judged by how they should be, but not seen for how they are. Maybe that is why
throughout Love’s article, and perhaps also in the reviews of the novel, there is this stark
segregation between “we” and Stephen, both because “we” cannot, and further, do not
want to, recognize her as being one of us. The problem is both internal to oneself and to
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the movement, to articulate and define: How do we understand our being lesbians, and
how do we understand the “being lesbian-ness” of others?

Contextualizing lesbian(ism)

Apart from suggesting in earlier sections that the production of narratives regarding
lesbian/ism is seldom problematized or interrogated in these studies, what is also missing
is an investigation into the full working of the identity construction process, that is, how
rhetoric and discourses are circulated and learned, the discursive effects of constructed
notions on certain people in certain spatial and temporal contexts. Sang (2003) seeks to
tackle this question about the framework of understanding raised above by tracing the
formation and translation of the notion “lesbian” into modern Chinese society through the
study of literary works and column discussions. As Sang reminds us, “lesbians” do not
exist in pre-modern China, since female same-sex feelings and intimacies are understood
within different frameworks, for example “sisterhood” and “friendship”, and how people
organize and imagine themselves are different; for example, female same-sex intimacy
was understood as compatible, or even favorable, to the maintaining of a polygamous
heterosexual household. Yet as she focused on China and Taiwan, how this concept is
translated and negotiated in Hong Kong is not discussed. Moreover, her study shed very
limited light on how the concepts travel and translate for different classes (as the literary
works she examined are mainly about or inspired by the lives of upper-class women or
prostitutes were taken as inspirations for literary works), as only few can read and have
access to participate in public discussions that would have left a record.
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While we look at accounts of the past (in Sang’s case, literary works) and see
“lesbians”, this so-called “discovery” involves decontextualization and reinvention of
history: we superimpose a modern framework of understanding and realign past facts to a
new logic or new story, while overlooking where they came from and how they would
have been understood in their own context. Sang’s work is a conscious protest against
decontextualization, by showing how what

would be interpreted

as “lesbian/ism”

today had been understood differently at different instance during the process of
modernization of China. The same is also happening when we examine for example the
case of “homosexuality” in non-West cultures like Thailand and Philippines, where they
have their own gender and sexual configurations, or in Hong Kong, when there were
different traditions and frameworks of understanding female same-sex bonding that is not
“homosexuality”. When notions and definitions of the Western / global queer dictates the
“field of sensible” and conditions what is possible, it is important that we explore and
acknowledge the limitations posed by these “conditions of possibility” rather than
continue to mobilize them as neutralized notions.

Translation and transposition

Indeed, this is the case for many studies of non-West societies. When we feel that
there is a lack of an adequate framework of understanding, we look for canonical theories
in the field, and they usually come from a Western origin. In our case, as we are
inspecting the notion “lesbians” as we use it in Hong Kong of our time, the case is further
complicated by the fact that the very notion of “lesbian” as a category of identity has a
geographically and historically specific origin, in the West, appearing in late 19th century
and solidified in the 1960s and 70s in equal rights and sexual liberation movements. How
much can we see about the lesbians occupying the specific contextual conjuncture with
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borrowed lens?

Helen Leung, a local scholar who focuses on queer representation in

culture, suggests in her article “Archiving local queer feelings” (2007) that we can look at
other forms of writings by local queer creative talents, such as columns articles and
non-academic books, so that we can hope to find more materials that can enrich our
understanding of the “local queer”. She calls for a break in the academic field which is
dominated by writings in English designated for a non-local non-commoner readership,
and to turn to writings that are targeting the general public, often less standardized as free
from the style restriction of academic publication, using Chinese (or even Cantonese)
which is the lingua franca of most of the city’s population, we might be able to retrieve
something we can relate to, bringing us a bit closer to home. Yet despite her effort, the
examples she quoted or the cases she looked into, were too loaded, or niche, as they are
once again written by the same group of people, only in a different field and language.
This brought us back to the point about the borrowed lens, and to Leung’s (2007) own
point of local academic writings on local queer are in many ways detached from both the
local audience and the subject matter. This is not to deny the importance of local queer
writings, but the question is, who gets to write what we now consider as “an archive of
local queer feelings”? How, and by what, do we determine if some feelings are “queer” or
not? This leads to the other approach, one I would like to investigate in this thesis. What
if the one who is asking the question is not only an onlooker? What if the person is
looking for a definition for herself? So when searching for “what lesbian means”, the
person is also finding a way to answer “who I am”, and then the act of articulation – to
access different discourses about “lesbian/ism”, to talk about “lesbian/ism”, to identify
with what is understood as “lesbian/ism” – is also an process of learning and making.

In this thesis, it is important to set the stage by highlighting that in the very notion
of “lesbian” as a category of identity is “transposed”, because of the contextual
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specificity of the notion’s cultural and historical origin. By emphasizing transposition, I
am in no way attempting to follow the once-popular accusation of homosexuality as “an
imported vice from the West”, or to go to another extreme trying to uncover and
reinterpret materials from the past so as to “prove” that there was “a long history of
homosexuality in ancient Chinese culture” (Sang 2003), so that what we have now is
actually a succession of our own lineage comparable to that of the West. In fact, while
many studies attempt to “write the history of homosexuality in ancient China”, the very
notion they are mobilizing, the framework of thinking, the way the desire had been
configured as identity, “homosexuality” as we understand now is a recent invention
coming out from a very specific historical and social context, which, when applied to
reconfigure ancient Chinese practices, is basically ascribing to history modern meanings
and readings.

As Sang (2003) demonstrated in her study, one can study same-sex relationships or
practices in ancient China, but not “homosexuality”, as what we understand as
“homosexuality” now involves an array of emotions, traits and practices which were
categorized and grouped differently before “homosexuality” appears. Likewise, in our
discussion, it is of paramount importance that we make the distinction between feelings
or desire for the same-sex, and the notion and identification of “lesbian/ism”. What we
currently understand and categorize as “lesbianism”, the emotions, desires, code of
conduct, beliefs, dispositions, sentiments, ways of socializing and networking, what we
today group under the umbrella term of “the lesbian way of life”, have indeed taken up
many names, categorized and understood in a million other different ways throughout
history and in different cultures and societies. These feelings and connections between
women might or might not have been seen as an “either-or” option to a relationship with
a man, and it could have been a religious calling, a rite of passage, a socially privileged
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union, a harmless friendship, a support network, an act of passing passion, a liberating
way of life, a noble feeling, or one of the many connections humans could make with
another human, reflecting or defining nothing of the person’s being and identity. It is the
intention of this thesis to investigate how the former, unnamable, indefinable, seemingly
illusive yet every bit real desires, emotions, acts, and dispositions, had came to be unified,
and acquire a name, and be understood under the label of “lesbian/ism”, and how
“lesbian/ism” had come to be understood in this particular way right here right now,
while it could have taken up so many different meanings, yet some discourses prevailed.
Bearing in mind that the very framework we use to understand local lesbians is “imported”
means we are aware of the process of transposing, translation, and transformation the
concept has gone through before it takes the shape it has for the ones who are embodying
it. What we are examining is not whether one understanding is “correct” while the other
is not, the quest is to investigate what “lesbian/ism” means to those who identify or are
identified as lesbians, how they come to such an understanding, how these
understandings might or might not differ from how other discourses about lesbian/ism,
what a certain understanding does and enables, and how does one view understands
another.

Different time, different space

As Halberstam rightly reminds us: “Within a Foucauldian history of Sexuality,
‘lesbian’ constitutes a term for same-sex desire produced in the mid to late twentieth
century within the highly politicized context of the rise of feminism and the development
of what Foucault calls a homosexual ‘reverse discourse’; if this is so, then ‘lesbian’
cannot be the transhistorical label for all same-sex activity between women.” (Halberstam
1998, 51) The interest of this thesis lies precisely in examining this gap between that
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contextualized notion of “lesbian(ism)”, and what “lesbian(ism)” means right now in
Hong Kong to the very people who are called / call themselves “lesbians”. Sang (2003)
added to this call for historicizing the “lesbian identity” by asking: “Can such a word,
loaded with culture- and period-specific meanings, be appropriated to describe practices,
relations, persons, and communities in a non-Western culture? Furthermore, is it possible
to re-signify the word through a non-Western culture and thus complicate the meaning of
lesbian in the Euro-American context?” (Sang 2003, 31)

In translating and transporting the terms and concepts of “homosexuality” and
“lesbianism” into Chinese, the notions are subjected to revision and modification, and
have taken on new meanings that might add or delineate them from how they are
understood in the West. Translation inevitably involves interpretation and creation. I seek
to examine why and how the concepts “homosexuality” and “lesbian(ism)” are
transported into and transformed in the Hong Kong context. Fran Martin, in one of the
chapters in Backward Glances (2010), talks about the perceived lack of vocabulary
among lesbians to describe or organize their characters and appearances outside of the
binary of feminine/masculine, and how the T/Po system (as well as the butch/femme
system) has been under attack for its apparent similarity with the patriarchal system.
Questions have also been raised, as Martin points out, about the lack of originality of
T/Po system as directly copied from butch/femme. In both cases, we are concerned with
translation and originality. Grossberg in Cultural Studies in the Future Tense (2010) calls
for an examination of “what’s going on” (1) in the contemporary conjuncture, and it is
precisely the aim of this study, to examine what factors contribute to the particular ways
of understanding of lesbian/ism among the informants here and now, and to investigate
what alternative stories are they telling us regarding the social construction of gender and
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sexuality, the different rhetoric and discourses and their effects, and the learning,
appropriation, and creative agency involved.

For me, the question to be asked here is really: While seemingly people are using
similar signifiers, under what conditions are these notions conceived, perceived,
appropriated, and lived in different contexts? What exactly do people mean when they
mobilize the notion of lesbian in a given network of meaning? Their apparent similarity
does not mean that they are direct equivalents, neither does it mean that they are directly
transposed or translated (also “direct translation”, in many sense, is never possible) from
Euro-American to Hong Kong / Taiwan / Chinese context. We have to dig deeper, not
judging by how they look, but to see what they really mean, particularly to the locals.
Why are they translated and adopted? How are they translated? How are they adopted?
What are the local conditions that conditions / requires / allows such adaptation? What
does it mean and how is it like for that particular group of people? Maybe to paraphrase
Mayfair Yang (1999, 17), the question is not whether a Western category fits into Hong
Kong culture, but how a modern global category would work itself out in the particular
modernity of contemporary Hong Kong. Drawing on Katie King’s (1994) critique of
what count as theory, Helen Leung (2007) noted that when it comes to “queer theory”,
the critical and rebellious potential of queer managed to reach only to change the content
of theories, but failed to challenge the very form of theory before “the initially radical
provocation gradually undergoes a process of domestication as queer theory becomes
institutionally acceptable” (Leung 2007, 560). What we failed to challenge is what count
as knowledge. Only certain contents delivered in certain languages and format matter, or
else they would go unheard. When we theorize queer, pornography, sexual identity, and
female spectatorship alike, “theory” contextualized and lived experience seem always to
be missing from the discussion. The here and now of lesbian(ism) is systematically
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delegitimized as possible source of queer knowledge. By shedding light on the agency of
adaptations, it is the hope for new studies, particularly in the non-Western world, to
“directly challenge and shake up certain dominant North American ways of signifying
female same-sex desire and the lesbian” as the universal and only possible way to be
(Sang 2003, 32).

Politicizing the global and local

“Western system of classification and forms of knowledge production
often fail to grasp the complexity of a case and, in turn, produce inaccurate
representations of many cultural and social formations that lie outside of the
Western world / tradition. Put another way, I believe that when dealing with
‘others’, a great deal of Social science analysis tends to leave out complexity,
thus, blurring difference and flattening out a multiplicity of less graspable stories
and experiences, for the sake of generalization and ‘explanation’ […] In a way,
my drive to problematize certain assumptions […] steams from what I consider
an imperious need to challenge hegemonic ways of producing knowledge.”
(Roberto Castillo Bautista 2014, 17-18)

Hidden in the very tools we employ to perceive and produce knowledge is the
Western-centrism that claims universality and delegitimizes localized experience as
credible source of knowledge, refusing to acknowledge cultural and contextual diversity
by reducing them to variations of the global, as local cases and examples. Queer Studies,
Queer Theory, and Transgender Studies originated in, and remain dominated by, North
American and European academic circles. Emerging regional and local efforts to fill in
the gap, such as the “Queer Asia series” of University of Hong Kong Press, clearly point
out in their mission that “the separation between sexual orientation and gender identity,
while relevant in the West, does not neatly apply to all Asian contexts, which are
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themselves complex and diverse.” How meanings are learned, how feelings are expressed,
how conditions are appropriated, how identities are acquired, how gender are performed,
how sex is imagined, how discrimination is experienced, all of these localized lived
contextualized experience, would have been an integral part to a more comprehensive
understanding of any notions and theories, or as Leung puts it, a “more creative and
irreverent – in short, queerer – ways of localizing the global phenomenon of queer
theory”.

Antonia Chao in her work on citizenship and queer identity in Taiwan (2010)
reflected on two dominant models of formation of a modern gay or queer identity in both
Western and non-Western societies, namely, the globalization or transnationalism model
and the model of cultural citizenship which emphasized the local. According to Chao,
“the globalization model tends to presuppose a more or less homogeneous pattern of
constructing alternative sexual products throughout the world, which either is
‘disseminated’ from the ‘centers’ of global political–economic topography (normally the
USA or the UK) or has come into formation at the local level following the ‘originals’
produced in these places” (Chao 2010, 377). Her criticism is a good reminder and is
highly relevant in that it pointed out how studies in the non-West, while being aware of
the effects of globalization of a Western-originated “modern” movement- or lifestyle-tied
LGBT identity, the contextual distance between “canonical” theories or reference
materials and our own experience is not always acknowledged. Echoing with the
reminder from Tejaswini Niranjana in her book Mobilizing India: Women, Music, and
Migration Between India and Trinidad (2006), this point about the invisibility of the
West as the normative point of reference is a hidden motif which I have encountered
throughout the course of my study, rendering our understanding of “Hong Kong lesbians”
divided and fragmented. It was indeed difficult to try to problematize the notion of
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“lesbian” given its seemingly established and settled status. Local scholars such as
Denise Tang and Lucetta Kam did attempt to avoid the pitfall , or at least widen the scope,
of what I would consider more “Western ideology-informed” definition of lesbians, and
chose more “layman” or “everyday” definition which their informants would use when
defining their research subjects, which allowed them to reach out to more informants
which might or might not or follow the same pattern as the West-originated “modern”
movement- or lifestyle-tied LGBT identity of constructing alternative sexuality and
producing similar subjectivity, helping them to explore broader inclusion and more
possibilities of being queer.

The notion of the “Global” or “West” is both a symbolic one and concrete one,
while in the discursive construction of the “modern” LGBT identity, the self-proclaimed
affinity with Western or global LGBT movements can be understand both as a fact and a
strategy. Rather than trying to make an exhaustive list comparing the similarity and
difference between the alleged “centers” and their “peripherals” or local “copies”, which
Chao cautioned against, the emphasizing of the Global and the West is instead about the
role it plays in the discursive construction of “lesbian/ism” and the broader LGBT
movement in the local context. The illusionary “West” had been underlying both public
discourses about the LGBT and self-narrative of the informants, and interestingly both
local anti- and pro-LGBT camps adopt this strategy of alienation (seen in Chapter 6).
Local conservatives, , while trying to maintain their claim of authority over marriage and
family, tried at different times in history to promote Christian values masqueraded as
traditional Chinese culture codes and deemed homosexuality as a foreign import and
Western vice. During the interviews, some informants also claimed affinity to “the West”
as a currency or a way of breaking from normative gender expectations they perceived.
This self-proclaimed “Westerness” is still a potent signifier in the context of Hong Kong
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as the former colony that still operates in many ways by the logic of the modern,
progressive, liberal, and superior “West” versus the backward and inferior “East”
(Chinese or local). More details from the interviews show that little of the “Western”
LGBT movement and discussions of LGBT identity had been “disseminated” to this
group of lesbians in Hong Kong in order to become itself a key reference point, or form a
strong linkage and lineage, other than influencing them in terms of the basic vocabulary
used by the informants to identify themselves.

This conscious attempt to associate local movements with the “global”, in particular
the exclusively “Western” LGBT movement and the circulation of concepts and notions,
made the notion of “global queer” a social reality the informants have to deal with,
whether or not there was any direct linkage or lineage between their identity formation
and the movement. The informants, while using the same set of vocabulary and concepts,
have to negotiate with the (new) presence and association with the global movement and
configuration of LGBT identity and politics, and its unique set of problematics, with the
set of struggles and questions that inform them of their identity, which, rather than
facilitating our understanding of local lesbians, often render them invisible or unqualified
through the borrowed lens. Instead of discussing whether or in what ways the local is an
imitation or mutation of the global, or to say that the local is no more, it is very clear that
this model of dissemination is inadequate in explaining and understanding local lesbian
identity.

Further, I would like to suggest that lesbian identification, and the very act of
recounting something as “lesbian learning”, are processes not dissimilar to the much
contested “decontextualization” and “reinvention of history” in many attempts to
so-called “tracing the root of homosexual practices in ancient times”, that “becoming a
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lesbian” – whether by actively identifying, or being identified as one – involves also a
kind of reinvention that requires one to realign one’s life and history by a new logic, in
many case, it is the dominant structure of the coming-out story (Plummer 1995).
Likewise, understanding and imagining female-female bonding or desire other than
through the lens of homoeroticism and/or the concept of homosexuality became
increasingly impossible in this (colonial) globalizing age, and the limiting effect, I would
suggest, is in many ways similar to what Adrienne Rich (1980, 2003) called “compulsory
heterosexuality”: the global Westernized notion of gender and sexuality became the only
possibility of expression and being. The effect is two-fold: firstly, validating or
proclaiming female same-sex desire outside of this specific configuration of lesbian
identity becomes quite impossible as there are no other ways you can desire than as a
lesbian; secondly, despite recent development of identity theories, which in ways helped
to reconfigure identity as a process instead of any fixed entity, prominent discourses on
sexual identity circulating in Hong Kong society (outside of the academic circle) are still
largely, and arguably becoming more so in recent years, homogenizing and normalizing.
In an age when “social, territorial, and cultural reproduction of group identity” is
changing “as groups migrate, regroup in new locations, reconstruct their histories, and
reconfigure their ethnic projects, the ethno in ethnography takes on a slippery,
nonlocalized quality.” (Appadurai 1996, 48) Rather than having isolated locals that can
refuse interaction with the global, “groups are no longer tightly territorialized, spatially
bounded, historically unselfconscious, or culturally homogeneous” (Appadurai 1996, 48),
it is in this time that the discussion of “the global” or “the West” and the local is more
than ever relevant and important.

Archiving the here and now
39

With the domination of the above-mentioned discourses, the experience of the
“layperson” everyday is systematically delegitimized as potential source of queer
knowledge. LGBT has often been addressed as a communal and/ political identity, but as
the old-fashioned collective action model gradually gives way to more loosely organized
connective action with more individualized and personalized action frame, and in the
context of Hong Kong where such connection is weak and with limited reach, I would
like to go beyond the formulation of activism and social movement as the main site of
producing discourses on queer identities. Further, previous writings on community often
focus on activist communities, but touch less on other kinds of communities as a learning
site, and even less on the learning experience within these communities, as the potential
of communities as a source of pressure and oppression, or the possibility of learning
outside of communities. These accounts do give a sense that one can be a lesbian only if
they enter these communities, and lesbians who live outside of (these kinds of)
communities are basically absent from the discussion. Throughout my thesis I have
proposed that “becoming a lesbian” necessarily involves a learning process (likewise,
becoming a heterosexual also involved complex socialization and acculturation) that
takes place in everyday sites and institutions, this attempt of locating lesbian identity
formation in the everyday is particularly important in the context of Hong Kong where a
large-scale feminist / sexual liberation / LGBT movement is absent, in society and within
the academic circle, which makes the context of Hong Kong very different from the
Euro-American and the Taiwan context.

Taiwanese scholar Antonia Chao (2010) alerted us to a trend of essentializing the
notion of “the local” which “problematizes the notions of homogeneous globalization
normally by prioritizing the significance of ‘cultural belonging’ which functions as a
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culturally distinct mechanism of emotionality that produces and reproduces identities and
differences, and thus emphasizes the agency of local subjects in constructing their sexual
identities that make sense and cause effects in the given societies where they are counted
as, and where they are able to identify themselves with, a culturally meaningful citizen”
(Chao 2010, 377). Hong Kong-based queer scholar Helen Leung (2007) urges for the
opening up of possible source of queer knowledge that goes beyond the scope of
“theorized queer”. She calls for archiving local queer feelings in Hong Kong through
examining queer works that are circulated in the public domain “that stay only fleetingly
in print and have by and large remained outside established academic circuits of
exchange”, as she remarked, “(a)s a repository of the discomfort and anxiety that are
constitutive of queer lives,” these writings – and in my case, the narratives and
experiences of my informants – “can offer fruitful interventions into current theoretical
debates” (Leung 2007). But this move can only be the beginning. By equating the body of
local queer writings, we are privileging those who have the social and cultural capital to
write and to be published, who are of course very few. Therefore, apart from archiving
local writings as a way of understanding and documenting local queer feelings and
experience, I would further call for a radical re-centering in queer theory of the lived and
material practices and everyday experience of those who cannot make themselves visible
in publishable writings, recognized theories, or profitable consumption habits. For the use
of theories is not to predefine the world by measuring lived facts against standards, and
pronounce them illegitimate and unqualified, but to provide us with tools and frameworks
by which we can better approach and understand the way things work and how they come
to be.

Queer(ing) Daily
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While it is understandable that researches focus on community gatherings,
organizations, or social networking platforms, what I realize during my research is that
community life only makes up a small part of “the lesbian daily”, and their interaction
and dwelling in lesbian spaces take up very limited time physically, not to mentioned that
not all lesbians are connected to networks of this nature. The majority of the life of a
lesbian is submerged in sites and spaces that are outside of the lesbian community, and it
is the time they spend in such spaces that interests me. Given the amount of actual time
invested in these sites and connections, it would be logical to assume that their dwelling
in these other places would have a much greater impact in shaping their value judgment
and subjectivities. Even though they might not learn about lesbianism or lesbians directly
in their daily life, nonetheless they would be learning a lot about their gender, desire,
subjectivity, identity, etc., as well as social values and sexual judgments, and that would
lay the foundation of a framework of understanding by which they would employ to
make sense of their feelings, as well as the information they receive about lesbian(ism).
Instead of queering the “daily”, what I am doing is to inspect the impact of the “daily” in
shaping the “queer”, as well as how the “queer” live with the “daily” / live their daily
lives, which leads me to turn to what I mentioned earlier about the major part of in their
daily lives they spend immersed in the everyday.

Locating lesbian learning

While there are many literatures on regulating queer space and queer bodies within
urban space, and how they manage to claim the space for their own, but as explained
earlier on, I do not agree with the representation or assumption of the informants going
out into different social spaces (especially non-queer ones) as an already-formed subject,
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and the relationship is mainly antagonistic as in “policing / oppressing – resisting /
adapting”. Furthering what I proposed about lesbian identification as a process of
learning, I suggest that their submersion in “regular” institutions and settings for such a
major part of their daily lives makes these sites and their experience of them important
elements to be taken into consideration when we are to examine what the content is of the
lesbian identities practiced in the Hong Kong context, and we have to do it through
understanding the learning, conditioning, and negotiations in the “queer daily”.

“Lesbian learning” is not only a process but also an intersectional network of
discourses constituting a specific cognitive structure and “field of the sensible”. I chose
sites and institutions that are important to the growth and development of any person – as
lesbians are also regular people who are embedded for most of the time in the world
everyone else lives in – that when I identify key sites of lesbian learning, I located the
sites upon which important social institutions operate, and where we spend most of our
daily lives. This study aims to find out how the experience of extensive embeddedness, or
“locatedness”, to borrow from Butler (2011, 38), in these institutions, would affect how
you come to think about your identity and sexuality, and what is it like to learn about
lesbianism and learning to be a lesbian within these environments. What are the
limitations and resources that givei them the conditions that allow or limit them from
doing something? How have the specific identification and sexuality as lesbians emerged
from these sites and processes of negotiations and adjustment?

What has been learned?

How they put into practice what is learned as they move on / between these sites?

Rather than examining the sites simply as an institution, this study would focus on
the spatiality and materiality of the sites. I found out how the socioeconomic constraints
of Hong Kong enable or facilitate certain elements of “tradition” to seemingly continue.
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While decisions are made mainly under the influence of circumstances, they should be
understood more as pragmatic measures than simply a manifestation of culturally
demanded virtues, or natural inclinations. By examining important social institutions as
materials sites, I seek to foreground the materiality of the experience of dwelling, and
how the physicality of spatial organization and dynamics of control and interaction act on
the body that enables or inhibits the circulation of specific information and discourses
enabling or disabling certain configuration of gender and sexuality. Following Antonia
Chao’s (2010) question “what really makes a culture distinct, the sense of cultural
belongingness well-defined, and the notion of cultural citizenship clear and meaningful
for a presumptively culturally intelligent queer?”, I seek to challenge how certain features
and practices are often explained away by mobilizing cultural elements as such “face
culture” and “filial piety”, and propose that the material base for these “cultural
specificity” should be examined in order to understand what are the circumstances in
which these practices and ideas emerge, and what needs are these manifestations
answering to.

Instead of raising the question “why did they become a lesbian when they are going
through the same thing as everyone does”, this study seeks to understand how the
learning would allow or restrict them to understand and develop their specific sexual
identity if they went through the same institutions as everyone does. In order to answer
this question, I would try to tease out the nuance conditions and teachings which the
informants would have to constantly negotiate with, and to show the conditions of
possibility that contribute to their particular configuration of lesbian identity and
sexuality. Particularly, a large part of this study is devoted to examining the material
conditions of lesbian(ism), to see how the everyday conditions and informs a particular
configuration of lesbian(ism).
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Thesis structure

This thesis consists of 6 chapters, including an introductory chapter that sets the
premise of study providing the main framework of discussion and reviewing relevant
literatures, a chapter on methodology that details the research process, the challenges I
faced, and my reflections, 3 main chapters, and a conclusion. The layout of the chapters
follows more or less a chronological order, as the process of learning to be a lesbian is
one that is marked with specific temporality. However, by no means am I suggesting that
the process of be(com)ing a lesbian is a linear one that goes only one-way towards a
specific destination, or that a certain site would only correlate to a particular stage in life,
and it would be cease to be relevant afterward. On the contrary, I aim to show the
opposite. Not only is the time the informants spend within the 3 sites, namely home,
school, and pornography, constantly overlapped, and as my analysis will show, the
lessons they have learned at each site all have influence lasting way into their adulthood.
All sites are connected in sense that problems created by the teaching in one site is often
“outsourced” – carried through to be resolved in the other – and what the informants have
learned at one site would condition how they think and act in other sites, as will be
demonstrated below.

Chapter overview

In the first chapter, I begin by looking at the informants’ experience of the home.
The chapter explores how they are informed and influenced by the particular
configuration of gender and sexuality available to them in the spatiality of a Chinese
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Hong Kong household as they grow up, how the dynamics of familial relationship shapes
the decision of coming-out and strategies of living with their family, and most
importantly, how the informants negotiate with what have learned about being a daughter,
a woman, and a lesbian. I would like to suggest that the experience at home is one that
emphasizes their biological sex, a lesson about what it means to a girl / female, including
the heterosexual nature of this particular configuration of femininity, and the
stigmatization and passive nature of female sexuality, which would be continuously
reinforced by school education in Chapter 2, and manifests itself most obviously when
the girls are required to mobilize these formed frameworks to imagine and understand
porn, and by extension, sex, in Chapter 3.

One of the aim of this project is to challenge the primacy of the sexual identity of a
lesbian-identified person. At home, the informants’ identity as the “female” “child” is
foregrounded as their primary social identity within the family structure, and their role
and position as “daughters” is emphasized. This forces them to identify themselves with
their “female” identity, and the position as the “child” in the family structure subjects
them to the social expectations and control of women as defined by phallocentrism and
heteronormativity. As they are embedded in multiple identities at the same time, and are
required to perform social roles that are considered more important, such as that of
daughters, over time it is possible that they develop a relatively low level of attachment
and commitment to their sexual identity as a foregrounded identity, as both a coping
strategy, and side-effect of prolonged under-cultivation, which could explain their
hesitation about “coming-out” (Chapter 1), the problem of “temporary lesbianism” and
“conversion” (Chapter 2), and their seeming reluctance to be involved in LGBT
movements (Conclusion).
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The lack of both a space for discussion and the privacy for sex and sexuality within
the Hong Kong household has limited knowledge acquisition, exploration, and
development. But the surrounding taboo also deterred parents from too actively
intervening with their children’s intimate lives, which are then “outsourced” to sites
outside of the site of the home, such as that of the school (Chapter 2), where they try to
find space to practice and perform their lesbian identity and sexuality. As they reach
puberty, increasingly the school replaces home as the center of the informants’ social
lives. The environment of the school, as a break from that of the enclosed space of home,
provided space for experimentation with gender expression and identity establishment, as
well as access to new knowledge. However, the expectation, established in the site of the
home, of being heterosexual, together stigma surrounding premature heterosexual
encounter and the entailing morally questionability, the drastic physical and
psychological changes of puberty, and the budding desire for same-sex, threw the
informants into confusion, and it is in this specific intersection of negation and anxiety
that “lesbian” as an identity category entered the lives of the informants, and pose itself
as a plausible answer.

The school is a site important both for learning about lesbians, and learning to be
one. While the information and knowledge circulated among the student population
establishes being a lesbian as a viable identity option, making up for the void left by the
silence surrounding lesbian(ism) at home, the dynamics of schooling would complicate
and further this learning to one that includes its stigma and rules of negotiation. The
juxtaposition of two worlds and two sets of rules is experienced as simultaneously living
within two value systems. In Chapter 2, I would demonstrate how the informants tactfully
navigate between the space of school authority and the lesbian space, and their identity as
lesbian and their role as students. What is learned at home about living and managing
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between identities, sites, and rules, is carried on to the site of school, where similar
strategies are devised to cope with school authority and rules. They learn that the
privileges enjoyed by students with outstanding academic or sports achievements could
mean tolerance from school authority for “deviant” gender expressions. The stigma and
fear regarding premature (hetero)sexual desire and relations created unlikely space and
temporality for tomboyish-ness and schoolgirl same-sex romance, and this is utilized as a
temporary advantage to develop timed gender transgression, sexuality, and intimate
bonding.

However, the lesbian identification developed as a schoolgirl is also understood and
perceived to be inevitably bound by the very temporality of their identity as young girls
and students, and this “lesbian temporality” would, and should, “expire” should they wish
a smooth passing from students to adults, and be accepted into the adult social world. For
most of the informants, this passing over means seeing their friends and partners
seemingly “converting back” to normative gender expression and sexuality, which could
arguably be the moment where the distrust towards feminine lesbians and bisexuals
among lesbians began (Chapter 3). Furthermore, the pressure of the “real world”
reinforced the need for more adaptive strategies of managing identities, roles, and
expectations between the spheres of family, work, friends, public, private, and intimate
lives, finding a way to remain embedded and accepted while actively refuse to give up on
who and what they are.

Because of the abstinent attitude of both the home and the school towards sex and
sexuality, porn became the main source of sex-related information the girls reach out for.
In Chapter 3, I seek to establish what the informants have learned so far about gender, sex,
and sexuality as a “field of the sexually-sensible”. I hope to access this particular
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“sexualscape”, weaved together by different teachings about gender and sex, by
investigating their experience of finding, making sense of, and using pornography. This
exercise of examining their access to, and reading of, porn demonstrated all the
conditions of lesbian identity formation at work in terms of limitation and resources,
information flow and agency in it, and the ways these conditionings work to inform the
content of what it means to be a lesbian in Hong Kong, through constituting a specific
“lesbian sexual script”. The chapter reveals how the requirement of female asexuality
coincides with the detachment from one’s body and sexuality for some of the informants,
so that while they consciously depart from heterosexuality in terms of object choice, the
heteronormatively gendered configuration of sexuality and sexual expression they have
learned at home and school is still influential in shaping how they imagine and develop
their sexuality.

In the concluding chapter, I would like to open up future discussion concerning the
effect of the changes in the city’s political and social environment on the learning and
identification of specifically unpolitical lesbians. Following the Umbrella Movement,
unprecedented change took place in the city which saw itself increasingly politicized and
divided, with certain unintended consequence of promoting LGBT movement, especially
with the unprecedented coming-out and subsequent involvement of queer stars in both the
Umbrella Movement and the LGBT equal rights movement. It is important to investigate
the role and impact of LGBT communities and movements in Hong Kong, especially to
the reconfiguration of the LGBT identity, and the politics of in/visibility. The city had not
had a full-blown LGBT movement until around the time of the Umbrella Movement;
while collective identities within movement have been widely studied, there is a
problematic assumption in many studies that LGBT identities are necessarily verified and
consolidated within active politicized community participations. Yet in Hong Kong,
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lesbian communities are largely depoliticized, partly as a consequence of what they
learned through the “making-do” of their lesbian identity, and with a large population of
lesbians living outside virtual lesbian communities, it would be important that we
understand the dynamics between visible LGBT discourses and the everyday life of
common lesbians. How is this changing social atmosphere affecting the visibility and
meaning of the lesbian identity? With the new waves of equal rights movement, as
marginalized groups are fighting for increased visibility and more and more “lay people”
are taking part and personalizing the fight, there is also an alarming trend of
homogenization and normalization, who are visible and who are rendered invisible?
Studies often focus on people who are at the center of action and who have more access
to information, and are active in participating in the politicizing of the identity. But what
is it like for the people on the margin of the movements? Through asking the above
questions, I would like to invite future investigation on the effect of increasingly
(re)politicization of the lesbian identity, particularly the costs and implications of
normalization as a tactic in increased visibility of LGBT movement.

In this thesis, there is no route taken that is too politically incorrect or too
“un-lesbian” to be included, because we do not live by textbook definitions, and it is the
very aim of this study to show what other possible routes are out there, to find out what
are the factors affecting one’s understanding and hence decision of one’s way of being
lesbian. I would examine how the notion of lesbian and lesbianism is transported,
translated, understood, and practiced by young local “lesbians”. I believe that the spirit of
this study is to give voice to the voices unheard. Very often we see in studies certain
frameworks or theories taken as measurements of the truth, definitions originally served
as frameworks through which we hope to understand the world, but now rigid and
limiting as the lens is pointed at more and more different locales which might or might
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not show well on the screen. It wasn’t meant to be this limiting. There is more than one or
two dominant ways of being, and for those who are rendered outcasts, who might in fact
be the silent majority, it is time to look at them in the face. We see them too often, yet we
do not have the means or the language to talk about them, or ourselves. It is the aim of
this study to explore and illustrate possible ways of doing / being “lesbian” that might
challenge not only the category of “lesbian”, but also the way by which we understand
and organize sexuality now, which are discursively constructed and contextually specific.
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| Methodology |

To account for the here and now

The aim of the study is to arrive at a more informed understanding of the
emergence and development of the notion of “lesbian(ism) in the context of
contemporary Hong Kong, through analyzing the resources and constraints that shape the
particular configuration of lesbian identity and sexuality among young local lesbians. To
investigate the historical dimension of the subject matter, I base the discussions primarily
on studies on Hong Kong lesbians, with reference to that of other Chinese-speaking
societies such as Taiwan and Mainland China, as well as other Asian countries and
beyond. While the above-mentioned body of work is vast, in terms of local references,
there is only a handful. They mainly fall into three categories: ethnography (e.g. Tang
2011, Kam 2008), oral histories (e.g. Women Coalition of HKSAR 2008), and historical
account (e.g. Sang 2003). While systematic and thorough historic account is lacking,
capturing only sporadically important social events in individual interview, these studies
nonetheless provided a glimpse into the lives of Hong Kong lesbians for references.

This process of going through different accounts and literature later proves to be
“random, provisional, and often discontinuous” (Sullivan 2003, 1-2). Even though they
provided valuable insights and are good reference points to begin the research, the picture
these materials provided is insufficient to give a good understanding of this group of
young lesbians. Further, very few studies are concerned with the origins, adaptations, and
development of the notion “lesbian(ism)” as it is localized within both the cultural and
historic context of Hong Kong and the lived experience of the informants, other than
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studies like The Emerging Lesbian (Sang, 2003), providing very limited resources for my
quest. More often than not materials on the local historical context sketch a vague, thin,
and contradictory picture. Given the lack of data on the lesbian be(com)ing of young
Hong Kong lesbians, and the uncertainties of historical materials, not unlike an
adventurer embarking on a journey to an uncharted land, I eventually resort to a
combination of methods, as masterfully captured by Burgess (1982):
“Documents cannot answer back, nor, beyond a point, can they be asked to
explain in greater detail what they mean, to give more examples, to account for
negative instances, or to explain apparent discrepancies in the record which
survives. Oral evidence, on the other hand, is openended, and limited only by
the number of survivors, and by the ingenuity of the historian’s questions, and
by his or her patience and tact.” (215-216)

By proposing the notion of “lesbian learning”, I knew from the start that the task
would be “random, provisional, and often discontinuous” – I find these three terms as
being most suitable for describing the course of my research – as the premise of this
project is that the experience of becoming a lesbian and the learning involved is dialectic,
accumulative, conjunctural, and nonlinear, the causal relationship is unspecific; what
inspired one informant to understand their being lesbian in a particular way would mean a
different thing to another informant, which might or might not bear any significance in
terms of directly affecting their identification, but could come to shape some aspects of
their mindset or their practices in the long run. Nonetheless, I still prioritize first-hand
recourses generated from in-depth face-to-face interviews, participant observation, Lash
and Lury’s (2007) method of “following the objects”, combined with various methods of
textual, discourse, and narrative analysis, as they best capture the here and now, as both
relative and unstable, its origin intersectional and provisional, the making circumstantial,
and outcomes numerous and changeable.
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Sampling

When recruiting informants, I resorted to two sampling strategies. The first is
sampling by judgment, which means subjects are selected on the basis of the researcher’s
own knowledge of the population, and their relevance to the study (Babbie 1992, 204).
As I once identified myself as a lesbian, I resorted to my own experience, knowledge, and
judgment, to identify and recruit informants from my own social circle. I started by
approaching potential informants within my existing social circle, and recruited about 2/3
of the total number of informants who eventually participated in the study. The remaining
ones were recruited by snowball sampling. Through further introduction by friends and
informants, the network expanded to cover a more diversified demographic group. Since
the planning of the research, the problem of sampling had always been a concern for me.
Even though snowballing sampling is comparatively limiting in terms of the diversity of
the pool, when compared to other more random sampling method, after much
consideration, I decided it is still the most suitable method for purpose of this project.
Eventually, over 30 informants were recruited via social media, my personal network,
and snowballing from friends and the early recruits.

First of all, as this is a study that concerns the nuance of the everyday and
entangled sentiments, the investigation often ventures into the realm of very personal
memories and intimate feelings. Therefore, the premise of mutual trust and closeness
existing friendship offers greatly facilitated the discussion and sharing, if not making it
possible in the first place. The pioneer interviews I conducted prior to the beginning of
the present research for preparation, in which I worked with a more distantly related
group of friends, confirms this assumption. For the informants who are closer to me, or
those who have developed a stronger personal connection with me during the course of
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the research, the exchanges tend to yield more fruitful inputs. However, for the
informants whom I have met for the first time through referral, or those who failed to
establish strong connections with me, they tend to share fewer details, and are generally
more distant and withdrawn when discussing more personal matters. I come to realize
that despite their confidence in my integrity as a researcher, and mostly welcomed the
opportunity of self-reflection through the exchange with a willing listener, we lack the
basis of mutual knowledge and trust, since after all, we are strangers. On the part of the
research, comparing the experience of working these two groups of informants, I feel less
able to dig deeper into the narratives offered by the latter group. I found it immensely
difficult to comprehend the materials presented in a more contextualized way that is
informed by a good understanding of the person, that I can anchored the interpretation in
the informants’ personality, mindset, and personal history.

Further, while recruiting informants mainly through my own social circle does
mean compromised demographic diversity in terms of class, education, occupation, etc.,
however, in terms of exploring previously less studied networks and affiliations, befitting
the aim of the project, I managed to recruit informants with backgrounds that are largely
unaddressed by literatures and untouched by movements, which is the target group this
study seeks to shed light on. The reason for this is that it is not uncommon for LGBT
research projects to rely on organizational and community networks to recruit informants,
which indirectly foregrounds a particular group of lesbians who are more connected to
the community life or movement participation, while marginalized other lesbians who are
less connected to these “centers”, if at all, rendering them invisible in the bigger picture. I
utilized my “lack” of connections with LGBT communities and organizations as an
advantage to explore informants who might have slipped under the radar of queer
visibility through participation in a collective. What if I acknowledge from the beginning
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through my focus on their daily lives in different institutions and sites the multiplicity and
priority of identity? Being lesbian is not the only meaningful identity to them. I chose to
focus on the aspects of the informants’ lives in their “natural habitat”, trying my best not
to foreground their lesbian identity as the focal point of their lives, and to see how what
they have learned in these sites as a person of a particular social position and identity
which inform them of their lesbian identity and sexuality.

For the purpose of comparison, even though it is not the focus of my research, I
recruited some male informants in my own social circle and interviewed them about their
porn usage habits (for Chapter 3). The rationales behind this comparison was to find out,
a lot of the porn-related information and concepts the girls are exposed to and
subsequently draw upon to inform their exploration are generated by and meant for male
users, which have almost become the “common sense” or “universal”, and if the
pornoscape is one that is designed and dominated by male users, how would the
experience of exploring and navigating in the field be different as a result of social
conditionings of gender.

The interviews were very rewarding for the purpose of this project, and to my
surprise, quite rewarding for the male interviewees as well. I hope I can further pursue a
separate study on male porn users by adopting the research framework I have developed
in this study.

Ethnography as method
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The qualitative research approach I used for this project is ethnography, hoping
that through prolonged immersion within the site and network occupied by the informants,
I can better understand the social through the personal, and the personal within the social.
Malinowski (1922) suggests that ethnography should aim “to grasp the native’s point of
view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world” (25; emphasis in original),
which I understand as best suited for my goal of establishing these informants as proper
lesbian subjects, and to capture the “unpredictable, intersubjective, and open-ended
process that entails participation, interpretation and reinterpretation, creation, ongoing
reflection, and representation” (Castillo Bautista 2014, 19). Ethnography is more than
simply a data collection method, but that of knowledge production and data generation, as
the informants make choices of inclusion and exclusion, and structure their narratives in a
particular way that could be informed by their stance, emotion, or judgment towards the
subject matter discussed: not only would the researcher have to pay attention to what is
presented, but how they are presented. On top of that, it also relies on the researcher’s
participation and interaction in the site among the research subjects, heavily influenced
by the researcher’s positionality, her field of sensibility, her goals and desire, and her
choices of inclusion and exclusion when it comes to representation.

Details

I interviewed formally and informally around 30 informants, all aged between 20
to 30 years old, 22 of whom I have conducted one or more recorded interviews (please
see Appendix for a complete list of informants and interview details). Data and
information are also collected from personal communications and participant observation.
Fieldworks were mainly conducted from mid-2015 to early 2016, spanning across a
period of almost one year, while the personal communications and participant
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observation persisted for a much longer time. I interviewed each informant for at least
once, some up to 3 times, with sessions ranging from 1 to 3 hours each, with a total
recorded time of around 100 hours, and around 200 hours of unrecorded interviews and
participant observations.

All the recorded interviews were conducted between June 2015 to Sept 2015, with
some unrecorded pioneer interviews in 2014, follow-up interviews and personal
communications continued after Sept 2015 until the end of the research. Apart from
interviews, I carried out on-going participant observations and personal contact with
some of the informants whom I manage to establish closer relationship with. All the
interviews were conducted in Cantonese, the native language of the informants and
myself. The informants whose interviews were recorded are my primary informants, I
obtained their consent to participate in this research project and their permission to record
their narratives; for those with whom I only conducted unrecorded interviews or
non-thematic discussions, they are all previously informed of this project, and that the
content of our exchange might be included in the research.

The interviews were held in the places that were either chosen by the informants,
or locations suggested by me to which they agree. These locations include mostly cafés,
their workplace and mine (office, studio, school), and also their homes. I tried my best to
create a comfortable, friendly, and relaxing atmosphere for them to tell their stories,
which at times are intimate as much as they are painful, as detailed or brief as they feel
like to. The informants’ names and personal details are substituted only upon request;
otherwise, all names and information appearing in the thesis are real. All the interviews
were transcribed by a peer of mine, with only an exception as one informant offered to
transcribe her own interview, for there are details she wishes to keep private.
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In-depth life history interviews

This study aims to understanding lesbian identity formation as experienced and
interpreted by the informants, therefore I conducted the research mainly through in-depth
life history interviews which allow me to uncover facts and also inner feelings, the
dimension of time and how different instances in time dialogue with each other.

The interviews are semi-structured, with only some key fields and keywords as
structural reference, which as inspired by Jones (1985, 46): “to ask them in such a way
that they can tell us in their terms (rather than those imposed rigidly and a priori by
ourselves) and in a depth which addresses the rich context that is the substance of the
meanings” (quoted in Punch 2009, 144). The flow of the interviews usually follows that
of linear progression of life stages, as mimicked by the structure of flow of the chapters. I
did not arrive at a set framework from the very beginning, however, after analyzing the
result from several pioneer interviews, I observed the recurring temporal structure in their
narratives, and how it aided a more holistic understanding of the informants’ story, which
I later adopt to structure my interviews and set the guiding questions. I tried to control as
little as possible how any interview progresses, especially when the stories the informants
might to seemingly unrelated thoughts but I believe it would be best to respect the natural
flow of their thoughts and narratives.

Through the life history approach, the dimension of time is foregrounded.
Through recounting their past, the change in the subject is made obvious, and the self at
different instances in time is able to dialogue with each other. It is on one hand important
to this research as I am trying to capture the process of learning and becoming, but on the
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other it risks neologism as the subject’s perspective and opinion on things would change
through time, which hinder our grasp of their past. During the process of analysis, it
became a particularly prominent problem as it is often difficult to track how their views
have changed over time, or to “record” their personal growth, as important as it is to the
project. Despite how frequent I try to update on their situations, I can always only record
a moment in the (dis)continuous process, but I tried my best to present how them at their
different life stages, or at least foreground their recounting of it.

Participant observation and immersion

“[I]n this type of work, it is good for the Ethnographer sometimes to put
aside camera, note book and pencil, and to join in himself in what is going
on. He can take part in the natives’ games, he can follow them on their visits
and walks, sit down and listen and share in their conversations.”
(Malinowski 1922, 21)

When I approach the recorded interviews, I do not only analyze the content of the
conversation from transcriptions as text for recurrent themes and habitual structure of
narrative, but also pay close attention to the affective and performative aspect of speech.
Throughout the course of 3 years, the major part of the ethnographic work takes place
outside of the formal recorded interviews. The chitchats we have before and after I push
the record button often turns out to be telling me more about their lives and feelings more
than the actual “questions” I have prepared. For a few informants, I even managed to
establish close connections that continued long after the completion of interviews.

These interactions and observation, or more precisely immersion into the social
network and daily life of the informants, turn out to be immensely important and helpful.
As cued by the method of “following the objects” suggested by Lash & Lury (2007), I
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realize that through familiarizing myself with the way they speak and (hopefully) the way
they think, I am more equipped to capture and gain insight to more subtle features in their
narratives, for example, a change in the choice of words, the breaking of habitual
narrative structure, the recurrent use of gendered moral narratives, the irregular use of
curse words. Further, the level of connection and interconnection also allows me to
triangulate the information and narratives presented, by crosschecking the representation
of a single incident with different informants, I gain insight not only in terms of the
validity of their narrative, but also a deeper understanding of their inner feelings, point of
view, and motivations. It is only through immersive interactions and connections with the
informants that I can really understand where their narratives are coming from, to be able
to figure out the how and why instead of simply knowing the what.

Challenges and difficulties

In many ways, contradiction and uncertainty are probably the two most defining
features of this study, and I would consider them the very essence of the circumstances
my thesis attempt to capture and present – in the materials I found in literature, in the
personal accounts I have collected, in the connections that is built, or the very process of
my research – there are so much uncertainties and changes, in the way they participate in
this project, in their relationships with me and each other, in their state of mind, their
stage in life, their views and beliefs – things that are difficult to articulate, and even more
difficult to understand. But of course, when I look back in hindsight, of course the
accounts are self-contradictory and changeable, of course they are questionable and
uncertain, because it ought be. The numerous challenges I ran into during the research
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process are probably the best testimonies of the difficulties of learning to be what it is
like growing up and learning to be, from a girl to a lesbian.

Communication and connection

The notion and method of “lesbian learning” I have proposed in this thesis is in a
way a direct reflection, or necessitated invention developed during the course of
interacting with the informants. This study only covers a pool of around 30 informants,
and snowball sampling also compromises diversity, but the process of communication
and connection, which I imagined would be rather straightforward, ended up presenting
me with numerous challenges. I have talked to advertiser, interior designer, investment
banker, construction site supervisor, coffee baristas, mental illness recoveree,
independent film producer, university students, dropouts, jazz dancer, body builder, chef,
and more, coming from a wide range of background, each bearing the marks of their
unique up-bringing.

Most of the time, we share only minimal common language, few common topic,
and no common history – which in retrospect I realize, is precisely the point this thesis
aims to argue – they are all “lesbians”, but not all in the same way. At time it felt like we
share nothing more in common than two girls who both bear the name of Lit, or Ling.

If

this study started as one that seek to make visible and comprehensible those who have
been left out of formal discourses and our field of the sensible, the actual process of
trying to understand and connect with the informants only proves the importance of such
approach. Rather than focusing on what we share, this thesis is an exercise of listening to
differences: How are we all different that give our lesbian identity different
configurations and meanings?
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Structure

I aimed to capture their lesbian(ism) as experienced and interpreted by them,
therefore the major part of this research consists of in-depth interviews. However, the
“random, provisional, and often discontinuous ways” lesbian identity and sexuality are
formed poses a serious challenge to the linear logic and structure of research and writing.
From the experience of earlier interviews, which generated materials of relatively poor
quality, I realized that a rigidly structured interview is very limiting for both the
researcher and the informants, as a questionnaire-format interview could hardly
accommodate the nuanced everyday experience and minute sentiments that is so key to
this research. In order to adapt to the circumstance and premise of this study, the
interviews are all semi-structured, using only key words (lesbian, porn), sites (home,
school), and temporal structure (puberty, adulthood) as anchoring points. Nonetheless, in
order to keep the structure of their narratives more aligned and consistent for comparison,
despite the demographic and biographic variance among the informants, the same set of
keywords and (loose) structure are used throughout all interviews.

Representation and comprehension

In order to capture and reflect the non-linear and provisional nature of the process
of lesbian learning, in the presentation of materials, it became important to me that I
include details as much as I could (I regret not being able to include more). At times it
seems like I am drifting off into details that seemingly bears no casual consequence or
contribution to the actual confirming of my informants’ lesbian identification. The long
quotes or lengthy descriptions or occasional digressions are one way of making the
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experience of reading this thesis an immersive one, in a form you can experience and
interpret for your own, as I have, from their accounts, bit by bit how they have come to be,
which at times we as onlookers might find hard to comprehend or agree.

In this sense, my “critical engagement” or intervention would inevitably fail to
neatly explain “what turns them into lesbians” or “what does this teach them about being
a lesbian”, because it is the wrong thing to ask for – nothing this thesis has explored
actually, in a cause-and-effect manner, “turned them into lesbians”. I have acknowledged
and attempted to tackle throughout the chapters these neat-and-tidy explanations we are
so often offered, and are offended if we are confronted with something otherwise. Upon
reflection, it is indeed comforting to cling on neat and simple explanations and definitions
when we venture into areas unfamiliar and people we don’t know, or even more often,
things we know but don’t want to understand. It is comforting to be able to grasp the
unfamiliar and to be able to deduce logically that certain factors had made them different.
But subjectivity is never neat nor tidy. What this experience had shown me, as a
researcher, to a level far exceeding what I set out as the research hypothesis, is that the
politics of everyday do not, and cannot, tell a coherent tale obliging political and public
correctness, and this is something the readers should be prepared to accept with an open
mind.

Position and ethics of the researcher

As Cuff, Sharrock, & Francise (1998) reminded us, the self as the starting point of
observation and knowledge production in field research, data is generated and knowledge
produced from the intersubjective exchange and contribution, which makes it all the more
important for the researcher to be aware of their presence and participation, and often,
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their fear and desire. Doing the research was, at the same time, easy and difficult. It was
easy because in my circle of friends and from work, I came to know a lot of lesbians,
whom have all been extremely helpful to my work. But it was difficult, as sometimes the
distance between us becomes rather close and the roles of the “researcher” and the
“informant” ambivalent – They are my friends, interviewees, they are informants and
participants and contributors to this project, they are girls, they are lesbians, they are,
them. There were certain awkward moments in the context of our existing friendship, and
there were also challenges to the ethics and principals of research.

On one level, their participations in this project transcend, in many ways, the
passivity of an interviewee. The insights and experience they shared informed a lot of my
arguments, and shaped the structure of the project. After the research is concluded, a lot
of them came to me telling me how the interviews were more than simply “data
collection” on my part, but also a learning process for them, as lot of our discussions
informed or inspired them in unintended ways. Some of them made major life decisions
after our chats, felt more comfortable with themselves, or simply became more honest to
their own feelings.

And spending hundreds of hours together turns out to be a much more involved
experience than I had imagined, especially when the sample size is so small, and
snowballing means the informants are all related to me and to each other in one way or
another. This immersion also means increasing personalized connections: constant
face-to-face communication or through Whatsapp, keeping track of their Facebook
updates, purposeful or casual hangouts, small talks or intimate conversations, running
into informants when I go to concerts and movies, being the first to know about breakups,
and acting as messengers between ex-lovers, or getting a phone call when her water is
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broke and rushes to the hospital to fetch her a bottle of orange juice after 20 hours of
labor, and being the god mother of her baby.

But then a question kept haunting me: Does it mean that I am them?

As I was conducting my research on the identity of my informants, I was forced to
reflect on my own identities. When I was asking questions, believing that I am occupying
the position of the one who asks questions, the questions was turned back at me: Why are
you here? What do you want to know? Why do you want to know? From what position
are your questions coming from? Who are you – or what are you? Are you one of us, or
not?

At times I said yes, at times I remain ambiguous, the fact is, I do now know how to
answer. Am I one of them? If not, what is my position as an ethnographer: am I writing
from the inside, or as an onlooker? As I am trying to “verify their membership”, am I
inviting questions for my displaying a seeming lack of commitment to whatever I am
identified with? More importantly, am I asking this question because I too fear this
ambiguity? But if I am indeed “one of them”, why is it so difficult for me to understand
and connect, and at times, agree or empathize with them?

Even though not included as one of the formal accounts in this thesis, my
experience of conducting the research and more generally going through life is invisible
but concretely present in the stories I am telling. As Appadurai (1996) pointed out:
“[T]he dilemmas of perspective and representation that all ethnographers must
confront, and it admits that (as with landscapes in visual art) traditions of
perception and perspective, as well as variations in the situation of the
observer, may affect the process and product of representation.” (48).
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Limited by own experience and point of view, I feel at times inept for detecting the
subtler of feelings presented to me, my knowledge of the informants’ world interpreting
felt falling short of capturing the delicate but significance differences in language use and
gestures, and at times I do not feel brave enough to walk out of the story we have been
told, to bust the illusions and misconceptions that blind us from seeing others and
ourselves.

Their subjectivities, like us, are by no means coherent or consistent. Politics of
identity and struggles for subjectivity are demonstrated here in its most minute form in
the most mundane of sites: They are neither heroic nor cowardice, neither free nor unfree.
There are accidents and surprises, tensions and contradictions, at times they could be
fudged and fragmented, at times conforming and borderline apathetic, at times brave and
imaginative, other times simply pragmatic as individuals utilizing whatever resources at
hand trying to have it their own way. In what follows, it is the best account I try to give of
fragments of their lives they kindly shared with me, the pieces of me I managed to slip
into their stories, and the lived experience we shared in the process of this project.
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| ONE |
Being at home:
Genderization, (de)sexualization, and identity development

The family is the first and arguably the most important site of socialization and
acculturation, the formative site of our being, as we were born into this network of social
relations, to learn rules that govern its functioning, and our duties and positions both at
home – as miniature society – and in the larger society. Family is not only important as a
site for establishing human relations and social connections, but also for the
(re)production of social order such as gender and sexual hegemony, playing a central role
in the formation of subject identity and affective structure of a person all at the same time.
Yet despite its importance in shaping a person, as well as in manifesting the
embeddedness of a person in the family structure and the physical household, home and
family have rarely been the focus of LGBT studies, in terms of its role in informing one’s
gender and (homo)sexual identity, and the continuous influence it exerts in shaping it.
The overarching aim of this study is to investigate the content of the local configuration
of the lesbian identity, and in this chapter, I focus on how gender, sexuality, and desire
had been constituted for the informants in the domestic sphere and within the family
structure, which would allow and facilitate certain configurations of lesbian identity and
sexuality, while at the same time, discourage and inhibit others.

Previous literature on LGBT identity formation that looked at family mostly dealt
with the changes brought by the children’s coming-out, and the influences of the family’s
post-coming out support and rejection (LaSala 2010, Borden 2014, Feinstein, Wadsworth,
Davila & Goldfried 2014, Saltzburg 2004). Lesbian identification has always been
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presumed to take place primarily within a community, from which perspective the family
has but little positive or actual contribution to the formation of their LGBT identity;
rather, the lesbian subject portrayed in these studies often exists in emotion or physical
isolation from their family, and it is only when they come-out that the two spheres collide.
The site of home has been presented as a site of isolation and confrontation, and for
stay-home LGBT youths, the focus is often on the experience of isolation and
antagonistic relationships.

What is assumed is that these individuals already have a strong sense of who they are
from the very beginning, or at a very early age, with their LGBT subjectivity more or less
already well-formed, and their sense of out-of-placeness comes almost exclusively from
the discord between their own self-identity and the identity imposed by others in the
family. They are described as isolated from their surroundings long before or as soon as
they have realized their “difference”, at least emotionally, from their family (LaSala
2010), and their relationship is hence assumed to be solely antagonistic, instead of
interactive and mutually constitutive. In such a formulation, the home is merely a place
the lesbian subject is thrown into, but not where identification as an active and continuous
process takes place. The fundamentality of one’s family connection in one’s social being,
the parts of our lives we have invested in the family as a social institution and affective
structure, and the actual amount of time we spend with our family and at home, all point
to a much overlooked function and importance of the family as a training ground and
major source of information and values regarding gender and sexuality.

Identity and sexuality formation is an ongoing and interactive process; however, most
of the studies discussed above tend to prioritize or single out coming-out as the defining
moment of identity “establishment” (rather than “development”), as they cover only a
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limited time-frame, such as the period immediately before and after the coming-out, and
focus on the subsequent familial intervention. They place the moment of revelation or
confrontation as both the beginning and the end of their identity formation. What happens
before or after the act of coming-out is rarely studied, as if the action itself completes the
process of identification, or even that the identity was established right at that moment,
while failing to acknowledge that they are very much embedded in concrete family
networks and the space of home they have inhabited, and may continue to be moored and
flow from there following this point. The framework by which these studies approach
identity formation is centered around the moment of coming-out, which has been taken as
sort of the end of the journey, and the informants’ biography is so easily divided into preand post-coming-out, with factors usually categorized as either favorable or hostile
towards the grand moment of coming-out. What is missing, as I would like to argue, is a
more holistic picture of a person’s growth and development as an accumulation and
intersection of factors, which involve much more than simple objection, oppression, or
encouragement, and that might or might not result in one’s “coming-out”. I would also
like to argue in this chapter that the act of “coming-out” has become a standard act in a
much normalized configuration of modern LGBT identity, a “rite of passage” canonized
as the ultimate manifestation of one’s progressiveness and pride as a liberated and
politically correct lesbian. Instead of a token symbolizing membership of a
progressive-minded contemporary LGBT family which has cheerfully left the
self-loathing closet behind, coming-out ought to be understood as a personal decision that
involves complex negotiation and delicate management of roles and identities, which
might or might not be deemed necessary or desirable by all LGBT individuals.

This study aims to foreground the priority and importance of gender social position
and duty in the identity formation process of lesbians, and to demonstrate how these
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heteronormative assumptions and definitions of gender and sexuality affect their
identification as a lesbian. In this chapter, I focus specifically on exploring how these
lesbians are influenced by the particular configurations of gender and sexuality available
to them in the domestic setting, contextualizing the process of socialization within the
physical limitation of space. Through inspecting the informants’ experience at home,
their most intimate dwelling, and the teachings they receive about gender and sexuality, I
would like to suggest that it is an experience that accentuates their biological sex, and it
forms the basis of the ways they understand and imagine gender and sexuality, which
informs their later identification as, and adaptation to, the social category of “lesbian”.

It is a lesson about what it means to be a girl / female, including the heterosexual
nature of this particular configuration of femininity, and the stigmatization and passive
nature of female sexuality. As a possible identity, lesbianism and being a lesbian are
rarely acknowledged or discussed at home as a valid option, if at all, leaving a void for
the informants such that they can only define themselves negatively as not heterosexual.
Sex and sexuality have little room in Hong Kong Chinese households, in both the
metaphorical and physical sense. Within the tradition-informed family structure of a
Hong Kong Chinese family, sexuality is deemed inappropriate in the interpersonal sphere
of home. It is at the same time conditioned by the spatial limit of average Hong Kong
household, where the lack of private space leads to heightened surveillance which further
discourages sexual expression and, by extension, the investment in and the foregrounding
of one’s sexuality and sexual identity.

In what follows, I would first sketch out what aspects and features of the informants’
experience and conception of family and home is influenced by Chinese culture, which
serves as the basis of our exploration of the positions of the grown-up lesbian children as
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“daughters” within Hong Kong Chinese families, and then investigate how the family, as
configured in a way that is Hong Kong specific, had conditioned them to think about
gender and sexuality. As David Bell and Jon Binnie put it when they discussed Judith
Butler’s essay “Merely Cultural” (1997) in their book The Sexual Citizen (2000),
struggles for queer rights and identity are often understood to be merely cultural, lacking
in material dimension, a point which they dispute by stressing the material limitation and
oppression queer people face. In the second part, I would dig further into the specific
mode of family relations in Hong Kong beyond the cultural factors, so as to illustrate how
the domestic space and living arrangement of homes in Hong Kong conditions the mode
of family relationships and intimate possibility, which in turn shapes the identity and
sexual development of the informants in sometimes very physical ways. Through
exploring these aspects of family life, I seek to investigate how family as a site informs
them about gender and sexuality through the resources and discipline that enable and
allow certain configuration of lesbian identity to come to be, how the dynamics of
familial relationship shapes the decision of coming-out and strategies of living with their
family, and most importantly, how the informants negotiate with what they have learned
about their identities of being a daughter, a woman, and a lesbian, and how the
experience at home shapes the informants’ views towards their lesbian identity.

Being at home

It is necessary to look into how family, a person’s most immediate surrounding, the
primary window to society, and the central field of operation, shapes and conditions a
person over time, particularly when the informants have made important realizations
about their gender and sexuality as they grow up. I would start by outlining the temporal
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framework of the informants’ family experience with respect to their lesbian identity
formation.

Most of the girls interviewed reported that they became aware of their desire for girls
at the age of around 10 to 12, and have identified themselves with the notion “lesbian”
since around 12 to 13, with only a few of exceptions who did not begin thinking about
their relation to lesbian(ism) until falling for someone of the same sex well into their 20s.
Hong Kong government statistics shows that in 2011, 94.6% of young people aged 15-24
were still living with their parents, and without exception, all the informants of this study
remain at home after their initial awareness of same-sex desire and later embracing of
lesbian identity. Out of 25, only 2 of them have moved out from their home at the time of
interview. While I would investigate the reasons as to why they are still living with their
parents in this stage in life in later sections, I would begin by asking: How were those
moments and decisions played out in this embedded state, in which they are not only
physically inhabiting the domestic space, but also sharing the social network and space
with the family which is also an important factor in their lives? By important “moments”
in lesbian identity formation, this study is less concerned about the exact “moment” when
the informants “realized” their “real self” as lesbians or their desire for the same sex, in
the sense of “epiphany” and “discovery of true self”, a popular notion common and
among discourses on LGBT identification. Rather, I seek to locate a different kind of
“moment”, one that is located within the ongoing education and teachings on gender and
sexuality they receive at home, the moments when gender expression and compulsory
heterosexuality manifest themselves to the informants as something that they do not fit in
or buy into. These life moments can be broken down into instances such as the
“heterosexual moment” when the requirements of femininity manifests itself as gearing
towards heterosexuality, in contrast with the later “lesbian moment” (in Chapter 5), when
73

lesbian(ism) poses itself as a valid, useful, desirable, and most of all, plausible identity
option to the informants, amidst the negation and absence of an available signifier.

Being a daughter in a Chinese family

Family has been identified as a key site of identity development for young people
(Bregman, Malik, Page, Lindahl, & Makynen 2013), and is perhaps the most important
and effective site and mechanism for the reproduction of hegemony and social structures.
This study focuses on the patriarchal and heterosexual hegemony regulating gender and
sexuality, and I am going to examine how it is effectively reproduced and maintained in
the family structure and domestic setting of a Hong Kong Chinese household. In the
following sections, I would inspect how the informants are “embedded” as daughters in
the family; how certain modes of discipline are informed by traditional Chinese gender
norms which continue to affect how gender is configured in the city today, and how
gender and sexuality is effectively shaped and controlled through the close surveillance
and disciplining of the bodies within the domestic sphere, as informed and shaped by
both traditions and physical limitations of contemporary Hong Kong household. To
understand what kinds of conditioning and resources the family contributes to lesbian
learning, we have to understand what roles and positions these girls, at different moments
in time, in the structure and network of the Chinese family. I would tease out the multiple
identities underlying the notion of “young Hong Kong lesbians”, in order to better locate
her in the context of a Chinese family. It is important to bear in mind that these
multi-layered and often conflicting roles of the lesbian daughter are the result of the
learning she is subjected to, and the dynamics of negotiating her different identities.
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While kin relations exist in different cultures and societies, family can take on very
different forms and meanings, organized and operated under different rules, and people
relate to their families differently. Numerous literatures have discussed the centrality of
the family in the social organization of Chinese societies (Chow 2001) and its importance
for the development and constitution of social connections of individuals. Kim and Hang
(2015) aptly summarized how it formulates the basic social positions of individuals
within the network of family, and regulates how family members relate to each other in a
hierarchical structure with each member duty-bound to their positions:
“This family-centered cultural construct implies that adult children have a
responsibility to sacrifice individual physical, financial, and social interests for
the benefit of parents or other family members. This attitude may manifest as
showing concern for parents’ health, providing housing and financial support to
parents, and respecting parental authority. Bidirectional in nature, filial piety
prescribes cultural and social norms that dictate how children and parents should
treat each other In exchange for the love and respect of children, parents are
expected to provide financial assistance, childcare, and lessons and wisdom
gleaned from life experience. It is considered the first of all virtues in Chinese
society and has psychological implications for the formation of Chinese social
relations. It is considered the first of all virtues in Chinese society and has
psychological implications for the formation of Chinese social relations.” (Kim
and Hang 2015, 434)
These rules form the basic structure of Chinese familial relations, and determine the
positions and duties of each member in the family. Even though traditional modes of
social organizations might have been eroded by the rapid development of
industrialization, urbanization, and “Westernization”, together with its technologies of
population control, which, in recent decades, especially given Hong Kong’s history of
British colonization, seems to have led to decline of traditional modes of social
organizations, traditional values such as harmony, tolerance, and the bond of filial piety
nonetheless continues to prevail well-regarded even in more modernized societies such as
Taiwan, Hong Kong and Beijing (Cheng & Chan 2006; Yue & Ng SH. 1999; Cheng
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1997), a point echoed throughout most interviews as a bounding principle regulating how
they project their roles and duties towards their family.

Apart from regulating how family members relate to each other within a hierarchical
structure, which we will further explore in later sections, the influence of traditions can
also be felt through its emphasis on the regulation of gender social position in accordance
with patriarchal family structure. In Confucian tradition, women in family and society at
large occupy a subordinate position. Traditionally, female children do not have the right
to inherit family property; the names of daughters are rarely included in the genealogy,
and are rarely counted in the ancestral lineage. Daughters, in this sense, are perpetually
considered a temporary and subordinate member of the family, whose position is forever
within but also between families, under different forms of constraints and ownerships, as
the traditional Confucian teaching goes: “Obey your father and brothers when you’re at
home, obey your husband when you’re married, obey your son when your husband died.”
《禮記．郊特牲》
(
：「婦人，從人者也：幼從父兄，嫁從夫，夫死從子」) Giving birth
to a daughter means one family would have to raise and educate a child just to be married
off to another family, losing the economic benefit that a child entails (staying home to
support the parents, inheriting property), while it brings no benefit to the family’s lineage.
In the past, when resources were limited in the family, it was not unheard of that
daughters are deprived of education opportunities, and were assigned to perform heavy
domestic duties, married off when young, or sent out into the labor market early on to
support their family. As they are seen as unfruitful investment that could bring little
long-term benefit to the family, often fewer resources are put into raising daughters.

With the implementation of laws and government policies that aimed at promoting
gender equality, together with the changing social economic conditions of Hong Kong,
76

conservative views and sexist practices towards the female gender did change, and the
socioeconomic position of women was elevated, as evidenced by how most informants
report that they do not feeling explicitly constrained or affected by sexism, that their
parents “do not consider them as being less than boys”. However, this does not mean that
sexist ideologies are completely eradicated. Some informants discussed they learned from
the accounts of their family members how sexism is prevalent in the generation of their
mother and grandparents; for example, their mothers were forced to sacrifice the
opportunity of education for their siblings, or their faith in marriage as a life goal, which
brings real burdens in their own lives and those of the informants. Even though the
family’s influence is not deterministic (Allen and Burrell 1994, 1997), children’s views
on gender and sexuality are still heavily influenced by their parents not only by virtue of
family education, but also of parental expectation (Horn and Wong 2014). Also, as one
digs deeper into the accounts of the experience of the informants, despite their report of
not having dramatic experience of sexism, gender discrimination and stereotyping can
still be seen in many aspects of the parenting of daughters, which are now often
manifested in different and often less explicit ways.

Works on young female homosexuals’ experiences as daughters are numbered, one
of which is Nu er quan : tai wan nu tong zhi de xing bie' jia ting yu quan nei sheng huo
(The girls’ circle: Gender, Family, and community live of Taiwan Lesbians 女兒圈 : 臺
灣女同志的性別、家庭與圈內生活) by Taiwanese anthropologist Cheng Mei-li (1997).
In her study, Cheng investigated the lesbian’s position and role as the female child
(daughter) in the family, examining the influence that their heterosexual family had on
them in terms of gender identification and sexual orientation, and how patriarchal and
homophobic discourses work through the family to raise the female child to conform to
gender expectations. Cheng’s work captures how the configuration of lesbian identity and
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sexuality is preconditioned by one’s embeddedness in her established roles and positions
in the family, and the complexity of embedding one’s lesbian identity within the position
of daughter:
“Before they developed along the path of the socialized notion of homosexuals,
most lesbians are raised inside the heteronormative fortress – at home, they are
raised and taught as daughters… For someone who belongs to the biological sex
of female, growing up in a heteronormative system, receiving teaching from the
heterosexist’s configuration of male and female gender roles (different but
complimentary), she ought to grow up and adopt the social gender of a woman,
and become a heterosexual, and taking up the role and path of any other proper
heterosexual woman.” (Cheng 1997: 49, my translation)
An important point highlighted by Cheng, which I shall attempt to further demonstrate in
this study, is that this is the condition of lesbian identity and sexuality development
within the environment and resources of the Chinese family. “Before they developed
along the path of the socialized notion of homosexuals”, that is to say before they learn
about their desire and chose to identify as lesbians, they are above all “raised and taught
as daughters”, as they are recognized to belong to “the biological sex of female”.

In raising a daughter in a Hong Kong Chinese household, the focal point of
upbringing is that it is gendered, and in this context, the social role of the female is
understood to be of a heteronormative nature. The requirement to be a “proper girl” and
“proper woman” means not only to fit into gender norms, but also one’s conformity to
sexual norms which is intrinsic to the construction of gender. This configuration helps us
examine “lesbian” as a compound notion by plotting out the positions lesbians occupy
within a Chinese family, the constraints, duties, and expectations for those roles, and their
significance and cultural specificities.

The lesbian daughter is first and foremost a female-gendered person; she relates to
her family as a child, specifically as a daughter; she is young; and she is non-heterosexual.
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It is around these compound identities and their intersections that we can unravel the
dynamic relationship between the lesbian and the family, the family’s acceptance or
rejection of the lesbian child, and the resources and influence the child gets from the
family, in terms of marriage, gender role, and sexuality.

Undoubtedly these factors are intertwined and it would be impossible for us to
inspect any one of the factors in isolation, but as mentioned in the previous section, one
of the overarching arguments of this study is the prominence of gender as a factor
informing the informants’ experience of lesbian learning, and therefore in this analysis of
the family as a site of learning, gender would be the main focus. Age would be constantly
present in the background as a factor that further conditions their roles and positions
within the hierarchy and network of the family, for the fact of being young and occupying
the position of children vis-à-vis the parents as illustrated above. Sexuality, as I seek to
illustrate in the following, is inseparable from the control and discipline of gender for the
informants, and even though their sexuality are rarely foregrounded in any discussion in
the household, (hetero)sexuality has always been at the core of their gender learning. If
throughout their learning, heterosexual attractiveness has always been the measure of
femininity, (sexual) properness (chastity, or simply “non-promiscuousness”) is the
marker of a girl’s worth, and securing a heterosexual relationship is held as the ultimate
verification of one’s being female, how do the informants negotiate what constitutes
femininity and what it means to be a girl / woman when they have chosen not to follow
that path? In another words, if the only way of being a girl / woman available to them is
to be heterosexual, and

femininity is defined exclusively in terms of heterosexual

attractiveness, then how do these girls come to understand themselves as something
embedded within, but cannot be part of, this gender and sexual construction?
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In the next section, I would focus on the bodily control involved in teaching and
policing gender at home, to illustrate how gender and sexual ideals are rooted in one
another, such that even as the informants do not engage in heterosexual relationships,
elements of heterosexism are still influential to their understanding and imagining of
gender and female sexuality, as they are fundamentally embedded in their learning of
what it means to be a girl.

Regulating young girls’ sexuality through gender in Hong Kong Chinese homes

In the family setting, the primary identity of the informants is daughters, as
explained in previous sections. However, their identity as daughter stands not only as a
position of subjugation within the family structure, but also a foreground of their gender
identity as female, as the girls report always being “reminded that I am a girl” as they
grow up, and in some cases, despite their parents’ awareness of their inclination of gender
non-conformity. While the regulation of gender norms and ideals (patriarchy) and sexual
norms (heterosexism) usually go hand in hand, and manifest themselves quite explicitly
as requirements of proper femininity at the onset of puberty, sex and sexuality remains a
taboo, largely under-addressed in most Hong Kong Chinese households. Local queer
scholar Petula Ho and Tsang Ka-tat noted in their essay “The things girls shouldn't see:
Relocating the penis in sex education in Hong Kong” (2002) that not only is sex
education literally absent in school, discussion of sex and sexuality in Hong Kong
households is also lacking. However, as Ho and Tsang points out, even though their
informants do not get to learn about sex from the more direct sources of sex education at
home, it is still a site of accidental learning, as my informant Kitty recalls how she
accidentally found her father’s porn video collection:
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“I was really young, in primary school, and one day when I was looking around
the house I found this box that contains my dad’s porn collection, so when the
next time there is no one in the house, I put them on and watch it on my own. It
really added to… before I was always reading the feng yue ban (風月版) which
my mum would use to wrap vegetables, when pretending to help her out.”

Echoing the findings of Ho and Tsang (2002), many of the informants reported
home as the main site of their early learning of sex and sexuality, as they “stumble across”
materials or scenarios such as the bathing bodies of family members, changing clothes,
parents engaging in intercourse, exhibitionists in the neighborhood, or their father or
brothers watching adult videos. Girls do not enjoy the freedom which the male members
of the family enjoy for more space and liberty to display their bodies (their fathers and
brothers going top-less in summer), or express and explore their sexuality (brothers
bringing their girlfriend home, or having porn magazines casually lying around in the
house). Even if they happen to catch a glimpse of anything, the girls usually learn to keep
their curiosity or questions to themselves, since parents, often their mothers who they
usually turn to for answers, would avoid answering, discourage follow-up questions, and
deny them access to such knowledge. These isolated instances in their pre-puberty years
and the unanswered confusion and curiosity that they trigger basically makes up for the
sex education at home. However, this silence and taboo surrounding sex and sexuality
serves well the purpose of “negative” learning, through which the informants learned
about sex as something associated with silence, stigmas, threats, danger, social
unacceptability, and control – which was enough to discourage them from exploring or
liking, even until much later in life (as we will explore in more details in Chapter 3).

While it might be difficult to control how their children think, or to know for sure
whether they are truly docile and feminine, most parents, according to the informants,
resort to pursuing overt conformity to normative standard of femininity, however
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superficial the result might be. As sexuality is a taboo rarely addressed or acknowledged,
even in parenting and disciplining, outward appearance of the informants becomes the
ground upon which regulation is exerted, and regulating their dress code the means to
control not only the gender but also sexuality of these young lesbians. Even though
almost none of the girls, regardless of identification, reported to have been trained, as
would have been common in their mothers’ generation, the traditional “women’s skills”
of sewing and cooking, or to develop more “girly” hobbies like arts and crafts, almost all
informants reported that they were expected and told to be dressed and behave in what is
defined (by their parents) as a more feminine or girlish way, such as wearing dresses,
keeping their hair long, and to engage less intensely in sports, and generally be less
physically active and aggressive in attitude. They were subtly discouraged from pursuing
studies in science or engineering, and required to act generally in a more polite, reserved,
and obedient manner (賢良淑德), which is framed something that would make them
more “lady-like”.

Buying feminine clothing and making their daughters wear them is one of the most
obvious and common ways parents discipline their children’s gender in a more
conspicuous manner. While the control and discipline of body and sex the informants
were subject to vary in form and degree, regardless of whether or not they have come out
to their family, the efforts of control are always directed at, or centered on the
enforcement and regulation of gender, rather than targeting or acknowledging the
(homo)sexuality of the girls. Deliberate efforts to shape and discipline the bodies of the
informants, which usually start at a very early age, are met with growing resistance
around the time of puberty, as they began to form their own preference as to how they
want to look and behave. One reason can of course be teenage rebelliousness, but the
other is what I would call the “heterosexual moment”. The “heterosexual moment” is
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heterosexual-oriented. As the tomboyish Bao recounts how her mother commented on her
increasingly un-girly appearance which deviates from the “Miss Hong Kong” ideal she
had been trying to impose on Bao since small, her mother tried to threaten and discourage
her with the prospect of a bleak future as she grew up into a teenager: “No boy will like
you or want to be with you”. It is the moment that her mother made clear what her
configuration of femininity really means – one that serves the agenda of heterosexism,
and hopefully ultimate leads to the heterosexual ideal, marriage.

From girl to woman: puberty and the (de/re)sexualized body of daughters

Heterosexuality, for many parents, is an intrinsic part of what it means to be a girl,
and is intricately tied with the outward performance of femininity. Around the time of
puberty, the informants, like Bao, realized that this notion of “femininity” is not just any
femininity, but a very specific type that is geared towards a heterosexual union, one that
appeals to heterosexual male so as to secure a heterosexual relationship and ensure the
subject’s inclusion into the social system that privileges monogamous heterosexual
family units. From adhering to the more general notion of “feminine” throughout
childhood, a new mode of femininity enters the lives of these girls. The focal point now is
not only to externalize certain “biologically determined character traits” (nature) by
dressing and behaving accordingly, like a girl, but it is now shifted to that of sexuality, or
more specifically, heterosexual potentiality. As the more tomboyish informants Bao,
Carmen, and Coo explain, while they started to simply prefer a less girlish way of
dressing in late primary to early secondary school, in later puberty at around Form 3
(Grade 9) throughout teenage, they consciously “keep on dressing that (boyish) way”
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until their mothers “gave up all hope of me ever being straight”. Through this conscious
association of the outward expressions of femininity with sexual orientation by the
informants points to how what might have started at as simply a preference of style and
expression of one’s personality gradually picks up an extra layer of renouncing the
heterosexual assumption introduced around the time of puberty, exactly when the element
of heterosexual attractiveness unveils itself in the embedded notion of femininity.

As the girls reach puberty, their budding sexuality makes the discussion and
regulation of sex more inevitable, but avoidance and denial of sexuality are still prevalent
in their experience of growing up in a Chinese family. Despite the assumption of
heterosexuality for these girls in the long-run, sex-related discussion or education at home
is a rare scene. For most of their childhood and early teenage years, daughters are
assumed and required to be non-sexual in order to be “proper girls”. Yet once they reach
puberty, a sudden shift in attitude takes place. Their (hetero)sexual potential is centralized,
as these girls are on their way of becoming women. The ideal femininity that the parents
aim to maintain gains a new layer of meaning, a new, clearer direction. This particular
mode of femininity with an explicitly heteronormative assumption asserts itself more and
more directly during the transitional stage of womanhood, ironically accentuating the
sexuality of girls by means of suppression.

It is tempting to overlook or even dismiss the possible challenges faced by the more
“feminine” lesbians who may seem conforming, just as some tomboyish informants had
put it: feminine-looking lesbians “can blend in easily and go undetected because they are
just like normal women”. However, my findings show that tomboyish informants are
absolutely not the only ones who face the struggle against normative gender expression
and sexual orientation, and are subjected to bodily control. In fact, efforts from the family
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to control their bodies are frequently reported by informants who are more “feminine”,
even to a greater extent when compared to their masculine-looking counterparts. As
Megan J. Sinnott pointed out in her book Toms and Dees: Transgender Identity and
Female Same-Sex Relationships in Thailand (2004), few inquired into the world of Dees
(girlfriend of Toms, feminine lesbians), as they are defined primarily as the partner of
Toms who are more easily identifiable by appearance, and their gender and sexuality
seem be to less in conflict with what is considered as norm. Fran Martin, in her
discussion of the modern Chinese media representations of female homosexuality in
Backward Glances (2010), also pointed out that these texts often “center on tomboy
protagonists” likely because of “the combination of sexual and gender rebellion that is
embodied in the figure of tomboy” (emphasize by the author, Martin 2010, 99).

Feminine lesbians seem at times invisible if not impossible to define. On one hand,
when compared to the figure of tomboy, as described by Martin quoted above as the
embodiment of “sexual and gender rebellion”, they seem to lack a clear, defining identity.
Feminine informants who don an appearance congruent with normative femininity are
considered unprovocative and conforming. They are often shamed by other lesbians for
having chosen “the easy way out”, feigning conformity in order to escape discrimination
and oppression (I will explore this tension in greater detail in Chapter 3). The authenticity
of their desire and their loyalty and commitment to their identity is constantly scrutinized
and distrusted. On the other hand, the heteronormative world continues to expect
normality from them, as they fail to recognize or refuse to acknowledge their sexuality
and (homosexual) desire, and even their own rebellions of gender norms. It is therefore
important to see that the control and resistance over their bodies are not only found in the
struggle of lesbians who prefer a more tomboyish appearance.
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(De)sexualized bodies

As mentioned above, at the onset of puberty, bodily control from the family over the
informants are on one hand intensified, and on the other hand, a kind of femininity that is
different from that at young age begins to be enforced. This intensified control stems
from the growing sexual maturity of the girls as their body. It is indeed a delicate moment
when the body of a girl begins to morph into that of a woman, coming with new rules of
femininity, which in this specific configuration are taken to be expressing qualities that
enhance heterosexual attractiveness, since the goal of femininity is to secure heterosexual
relationships, and successful femininity is the one approved by heterosexism. This
understanding of femininity is drastically different from the one imposed in the
informants’ childhood, when they were required to be and seen as “sexless child” or
“non-sexual beings”. As aptly described by the tomboyish informant Billie, the drama of
puberty entails more than drastic bodily changes which accentuate one’s gender identity
as female, but also a sudden change in perception, that she is increasingly seen in a
sexualized way as a maturing sexual being, with her potential to be (hetero)sexually
attractive tucked in somewhere in the background, and yet at the same time she has to
remain non-sexual to the extent that the authority deems it proper.

For the tomboyish informants, as illustrated by the case of Carmne, Bao and Coo
quoted earlier on, puberty was a key chance for them to rectify their parents’ expectation,
as they resist being defined by the only possible, heterosexual mode of femininity they
know, and therefore many of them turned to an even more “boyish” appearance, as it was
the binary system which they were trained to think by. What begins as a mere preference
in style takes on a new meaning for both the girls and their parents as the girls reach
puberty. Boyish appearance becomes a statement with which they reject the parents’
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notion of femininity and also refuse the underlying assumptions about heterosexuality
that comes with that notion of femininity. By dismissing the feminine-looking dress code,
they were rejecting the underlying heterosexual assumptions, thus trying to defend and do
justice to their homosexual desire. The criticisms coming from the parents of the
tomboyish Bao and Coo are ones that link femininity directly to heterosexuality, clearly
stating that heterosexuality is the ultimate criterion by which one judges the correctness
of “femininity”: “If you continue to dress yourself this way, no men will ever want you”.

However, while we might imagine that less trouble would come in the way of the
more feminine-looking informants due to their overt conformity to gender norms, my
findings show that it is not the case. Puberty is the stage when the often contradictory
social requirements of femininity manifest themselves in a troublingly confusing way to
these girls, as the girls are torn apart by the configurations of different female identities
which start to overlap and compete with each other in different situations. For more
feminine-looking informants, the control and discipline they face may well lie not in the
imposition of conformity to the feminine/masculine binary in terms of appearance and
sex appeal, but they face greater challenges in the requirement to act in denial of their
own female sexuality and sexual agency seen in terms of their heterosexual potential. As
their gender identity is foregrounded and they are assumed to be heterosexual, their
sexual conduct becomes the focus of disciplining efforts at this stage, to a greater extent
than their sexual orientation and in a self-contradicting manner.

Impossible femininity

While we can understand the cases of the tomboyish lesbians as they have “earned
their freedom” from scrutiny as they defy the heteronormative expectations in every
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possible sense (at least for the parents), for the more feminine lesbians, the negotiation
between gender expression and sexuality is more intricate, as families equate gender
conformity to heterosexuality. The longhaired and dress-wearing Mei-ting has been
constantly scrutinized by her mother for her physique, weight, and looks, picked on for
being “too fat, too big, and too ugly” as a girl. Another informant Jin has also faced
similar criticisms from her relatives throughout the years of being shamed as being
“un-cute” and too “ugly” to be likable, “that they treat me as if I do not exist” during
family gatherings. These girls continue to be judged by and expected of the same
heteronormative femininity, and their very identity of being a girl is emphasized by
shaming and denial based on (hetero)sexual attractiveness, for within the system, there is
no other way of being a female.

Furthermore, female chastity is highly regarded in both traditional Chinese culture
and Christian morality. This is especially true for young girls, who are often told in a
thinly disguised threat that “loose” girls are not “pure” anymore, that they are worthless
and shameful. Hence, the sexuality of young girls, more than young boys, faces more
discipline and control. Here we could further refine our definition of heteronormative
femininity, as one that traps girls in a double bind where sexual attractiveness has to be
developed but also limited. As Fiona recounts how her teacher lectures her female
students: “If you behave and dress yourself like a loose and cheap woman, no men will
ever want you”. While retaining (hetero)sexual potentiality is a must, it has to comply
with the standard of “decency”. Mei-Ting describes how she was harshly criticized by her
mother for wearing red nail polish which has long been associated with promiscuity, sex
work, and “loose women”:
“At that time I was doing a film project, and for the role of a sex-worker that I
played, I put on red nail polish. She didn’t know about the project or the role,
but she reacted very negatively, asking why I dress up like a whore, called me
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a slut and said I might as well just go and sell myself for money. I felt hurt.
Whether or not it was for the role (of the sex-worker), the red nail polish
looked nice.”
Mei-Ting was deeply hurt because despite trying the best to perform the role of a filial
daughter, by earning her own living as an undergraduate to ease her mother’s financial
burden, her mother denies her effort and further despises her as a lowly and unworthy
daughter. By associating her hard work with overt sexuality, her mother insinuates that
the money she earned is “dirty”, and that Mei-ting is working out of a

depraved sense

of morality instead of financial need or her care for the mother. Mei-ting is reminded that
sexual conduct is not only a criterion to determine success in a heterosexual relationship,
but is taken as the most important, if not the only, factor in determining a girl’s personal
worth in society.

Yet no matter how easy it is to fail the role as a proper girl, a girl is always reminded
that there is no escape from her “being a girl”, a social identity to which she is bound by
anatomy which defines her position in the power structure. Jin, despite being considered
“ugly and unlikable”, is still regularly subject to the gaze of her male family members
who judge her by the way she dresses:
“I remember there was once when I wore a new dress, my grandpa looked at
me in an awkward way that made me feel very uncomfortable, he treats me
particularly nicely on that day. I soon realized it was because he found me
‘desirable’ in that outfit, and I felt totally disgusted. None of them ever praised
me for being cute or pretty. I was outraged and confronted him: ‘if you want
to look at pretty girls, should I download you some AV (Japanese porn)?’
Maybe he was taken aback and felt ashamed; he just turned away and shut
up.”
When she makes complaints to her family members, she was instead lectured on the
necessity of dressing herself properly and concealing her body so that she would not give
men thoughts to “think the wrong way”. Jin was enraged by the response of her family,
who not only indirectly approves of her grandfather’s disrespect and potential sexual
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aggression towards her, but also puts the blame of “seducing” “men to think the wrong
way” on the victim.

As we can see, while Jin was considered to have failed to be a girl by not being
attractive enough, nonetheless she continues to be seen as a girl, and is expected to
perform her duty as a potential sexual object to be desired and consumed passively. Even
though her grandfather backed off from her assertion of agency and rejection of his gaze,
but her (sexual) agency as female is subsequently denied by other members of the family.
She is disappointed to learn that the only way to be female is to be passive and objectified,
which is further reaffirmed in the conflict with her father.

Jin’s father had always demanded obedience and conformity from her, and after her
menstruation began, which is taken as a sign of (sexual) maturation, her relationship with
her father became more agitated, as her transition from a girl to a woman is seen as a sign
of potentiality of independence. In order to assert his no threatened authority and control
over her, Jin’s father reproached her for disposing her used napkins in the trashcan in the
shared bathroom:
“Maybe he was afraid that I am a grown-up now and he won’t be able to
maintain his authority over me like he used to. Sometimes he would yell at me
even if I wrapped the napkins up carefully and throw them in the trashcan in the
kitchen. He would use very derogatory words to describe the napkins, or refuse
to address them directly, just calling them something ‘filthy’ or ‘dirty’.”
For her father, the sexuality of Jin is something that is unnamable and despicable, and the
sexual potentiality does not fit into the imagination of a proper docile sex-less girl.

In both cases, Mei-Ting and Jin’s sexuality is highlighted as their bodies reach
sexual maturity, and this newly gained sexual potential, when compared to the sexless
state she was previously perceived to be in, is viewed in a negative light. In Jin’s case, we
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can also see a fear of the threat of maturity as a sign of independence, a sign that she
would potentially breach and pose challenge to the dominance of the patriarchal structure
embodied by the male family members. This attempt to control the bodies of these young
lesbians was not simply to pin down their gender identity, rectify their appearance
according to gender stereotypes so that they will not stray away from feminine ideals.
Rather, these efforts can also be seen as a means to control their sexuality, both in the
sense of enforcing compulsory heterosexuality, and of undermining their sexual agency
by limiting female sexuality to passivity.

Learning to be a girl within the heterosexual system is a traumatic experience for
many, and the female identity is learned so often as a wounded and stigmatized identity,
not dissimilar to how Didier Eribon describes the formation of the gay identity in Insult
and the Making of the Gay Self (2004). Eribon discusses that through insult, the gay
identity is learned not only as something negative, but also as the subjugated position of
the person being insulted, the consciousness of one’s position of vulnerability, the
possibility of being overpowered, wounded and shamed, which stands in stark but
interesting contrast with how the informants learn about, and come to perceive the lesbian
identity which proves to be a generally pleasant and empowering experience (which I will
explore further in the following chapter). While it would be more prudent not to assume a
causal relationship between this unpleasant experience with the heterosexual discipline
and the informants’ later identification with lesbianism, the former certainly played a part
in informing them of the hostility veiled behind the normative gender and sexuality,
which in turn shape their anticipation on the possible alternatives they could pursue in
opposition to what they are required of.
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Beyond compulsory binaries

Throughout the above discussion, we have focused on how the field of home is
limiting the possibilities of being, but this is not the aim of the project to discuss only
limitations, viewing subjects as determined by structure, since every action comes with
reaction, and restrictions can be re-appropriated as resources. While Mei-ting and Jin
remained insecure about their body and sexuality from years of shaming, they did draw
the conclusion, from the oppression they are subject to, that female sexuality is endowed
with a fearful power. They managed to see cracks in the oppression that would lead to the
possibility of alternatives in a difficult process that takes years to take shape, for the
framework by which we make of the world is often handed down to us, in which only the
range of possible configurations has been delineated already. Object choice, gender
expression, and sexual identity are three things which, while not necessarily linked to any
of the other, are shoveled together within the heteronormative binary system, because
being a proper girl means being heterosexually attracted and attractive, and transgressing
any one of these three rules is often taken as implying the other.

Within this system, options are labeled and understood as belonging to a particular
hierarchical framework, and in resisting the power of this system, it would be tempting to
choose to jump to the other side of the binary without challenging the system as a whole.
In many cases, tomboyish informants chose to resist the bodily control of their parents by
going to the other side of the gender binary in terms of dress code. By saying this, I am
not trying to argue that the dressing style they see fit to represent themselves is a kind of
false consciousness under the teaching of the “girly/manly” binary, nor am I trying to
suggest that by dressing up “like men”, they are reinforcing gender stereotypes and
heteronormativity. What I would like to highlight is the effect of domination in shaping
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or even determining the possible forms of resistance, or to put it in a less deterministic
way, within this field, only certain understandings and configurations of gender and
sexuality are deemed possible. While heterosexism or the reaction against it is by no
means the cause of lesbian inclination and identification, as Judith Bulter explained in
Gender Trouble (2008), it is only because we are all embedded within a network of
relationships by which we make sense of the world, that subversion can come to mean
what it means now in order that it can mean anything at all. The teachings of
heteronormativity on one hand established the basic structure and grammar through
which we perceive and imagine gender and sexuality, indirectly shaping what lesbian(ism)
could or need to mean for these informants by creating the need for options that are
specifically unlike it.

With family being the first, and for a long time only site of learning about gender
and sexuality, when every piece of toys and clothing and every action and character trait
is gendered, and when the “feminine/masculine” binary, with all the value judgements
attached, is the only available model of categorizing the million things in the world, this
binarism is the way children would be brought up to think. When the tomboyish Carmen
chose to dress herself in a more “practical” manner, she is equating “practicality” with
“masculinity”, and calling what she understands as the “feminine” way of dressing
“impractical”. When Bao gives example of her closet staple, she would describe her shirts
and waistcoats as “dressed like a man”, which could mean either that she is deliberately
fashioning herself after a man’s image, or that she has no other ways of describing this
particular way of dressing, while she embraces herself as a female. Coo, who has always
kept her hair short, recalled how she once grew her hair long during high school at the
request of her girlfriend back then. Coo’s original objection to this hair style was that
wearing long hair implies conformity to a fixed notion of femininity that is associated
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with heterosexuality, but years after she now comes to understand her dislike of long hair
really comes from its being unsuitable for her as a person, not because of its being
“feminine”. From renouncing dresses and choosing to put on “men’s clothes”, Coo has
undergone various phases from trying on make-up and wearing skirt-suits, which she
finds “aesthetically” unsuccessful, to becoming more open to “feminine” or
“androgynous” clothing, as her previous relationship opened her mind to renewed
configurations of gender, under which such binary can be transgressed or even
disregarded:
“My partner encourages me to try, sometimes she would ask me to try on a top
which I think is very feminine and would not have picked up myself. But it
looked good. I am now more open to try on different clothing as long as they
look good on me, I don’t know, sometimes I would be surprised by myself. I
think I am getting used to the idea that it is okay to be more fluid, I would still be
me, and it’s fun trying new things”.
Almost none of the informants reported that their lesbian identification took place at
home, but it does not mean that the family is not an important site that motivates lesbian
identification. Even though the home is not a place where the informants can learn about
lesbian(ism) directly as a concrete option that would have helped or allowed girls to
establish their identity as lesbians, it nonetheless helped creating the need for lesbianism,
as Lesbianism is conceived as something that can fill in the void falling outside of the
acceptable options of heteronormativity. The experience at home informs their
identification negatively in the form of a “heterosexual moment”, in which one is defined
in negation: “I am not heterosexual.” At home, the compulsory nature of the heterosexual
training of femininity was experienced by these girls as strange and alienating, and from
this sense of mismatch derives their sense of being different. This moment sets up the
foundation of a more affirmative “lesbian moment” that is mainly reported to take place
in school, when the lesbian identity is established as a positive one: “I am a lesbian”.
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When Bao was reminded by her mother that her tomboyish look is not
heterosexually attractive, Bao said, “but I couldn’t care less, by that time I have already
broken up with several girlfriends.” Even though Bao said that she did not know anything
about being a lesbian yet, since forsaking the heterosexual configuration of femininity her
mother presented to her, Bao stumbled upon her “tomboy identity” at school as “some
friends called me a TB, since I didn’t think I was much of a girl, so I just let them call me
that.” The teaching at home did not provide reference for alternative gender and sexual
choices, for example being an un-girly girl, or a lesbian, to name a few, but it created the
need for something that could stand in its place as a clear, valid and plausible option or
signifier that can affirm one’s identity and sentiments. While the informants may
maintain a relative freedom from the way gender expressions and “the way things are” in
the world are defined for them, they are nonetheless limited, at earlier stages of their lives,
when there are no alternatives resources available to think and imagine otherwise, in
terms of plausible alternatives of reaction, and ways of being. Since Bao rejected the girly
configuration of the feminine, in order to reject its compulsory heterosexuality, she can
only define herself as “not a girl” and “non-heterosexual”, which arguably created the
need for conceiving and performing lesbian(ism) as gender rebelliousness (a point which
will be explored further in the next chapter). Even though the informants have
undoubtedly display agency in interpreting information and situations, and although the
constraints might end up being appropriated as “recourses” instead of “limitations”, in the
case of gender binary and sexual options, as observed from many of the cases, the
influence of the dominant conceptual structure is real and long-lasting enough to shape
and define even the conceivable forms of resistance. The informants may have taken
years of struggle to overcome this effect without much success, or, in some cases, they
never realize the presence of this effect, nor that there could be alternatives.
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In the next part, I will move from examining the structural limitation imposed by
compulsory heterosexual gender stereotypes and social roles to the physicality of Hong
Kong Chinese households, to see how the mode of family relations is conditioned by the
spatiality of compact living inhabited by contemporary nuclear families. Here, I will be
looking into how the spatially confining Hong Kong household conditions their sexual
development and identity formation as the physical limitation of space changes the mode
of traditional Chinese family relations, and shapes the day-to-day life of the lesbians
inhabiting it with their families which facilitates a certain understanding of gender and
sexuality.

Desire and identity within the spatiality of Hong Kong household

The physical space of home is rarely the focal point in studies on the formation and
exercise of lesbian identity. In terms of space and lesbian identity development, previous
studies such as Lucetta Kam’s Shanghai Lalas: Female Tongzhi Communities and
Politics in Urban China (2012) and Denise Tang’s (2011) Conditional spaces: Hong
Kong lesbian desires and everyday life, among many, feature lesbian space or
communities more prominently as the primary site of learning and identification, while
Henning Bech (1997) focuses on the appropriation or superimposition of queer space in
urban landscape. While feminist scholars look into how space, especially the domestic
space, is designed and divided in a gendered way (Spain 1992, 2001; Rotman 2005, 2006,
2007, 2009; Merrett 2010), limited efforts have been made to highlight the relationship of
compact living space and the role of family with the personal, social and sexual
development of young lesbians or female children, as well as its impact on family
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relations. The domestic space of Hong Kong is particularly interesting both for the spatial
constraints as living space is typically limited in the city, as well as for the relatively long
time children remain living with their parents for cultural and financial reasons.

Compact living, compact families

Hong Kong is a highly urbanized city, with most of its residents cramped in small
apartments in high-rise buildings. In western cities, high-rise apartment buildings largely
fall into the basket of inner city government-sponsored housing representing urban decay
and family disorganisation, which have long been associated with the urban poor as
opposed to the house-owning suburban middle-class (Costello, 2005). Even though
condensed living space is a living reality for residents in many parts of the world, it is
still often suggestive of the lower-class and poverty (as in slums and ghettos) or for
preindustrial societies (such as nomadic tribes living in tents or village clans living in
long houses), but this association is not necessarily true in the case of Hong Kong.

The total land area of Hong Kong stands at 1108 sq. km, within which 265 sq. is
developed. However, only 76 sq. km, or 28.7% of this total built-up land area, is allocated
to residential use (public and private housing combined). In 2016, Hong Kong’s
population stands at around 7.3 million, with a population density of 6,760 persons per sq.
km. What this means is that rather than having a strong class indication, high-rise housing
is a wide-spread phenomenon, and compacted living is a matter of fact experienced by
most of the city’s population, across classes and socioeconomic conditions, as can be
illustrated by the case of Coo. Despite the fact that financially her family is doing better
than most people in the city (being small business owners), like many of my other
informants, Coo didn’t have a room of her own until a few years ago. Before her sister
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left Hong Kong for good, for around 20 years they shared a less than 100 sq. ft. bedroom
in their family’s government subsidized apartment, on a bunk bed, like many of the
siblings I have interviewed.

The emphasis on filial duty and closely knitted family ties mentioned above is
complicated by spatial constraints, and the two combined result in the traditional mode of
Chinese family evolving into its most compacted form among all Chinese societies,
which severely limits the sexual and personal development of the informants as
individuals and as lesbians. In previous studies related to LGBT individuals and their
families, the domestic spaces is usually addressed only in early stages of the children’s
development, usually as a space of stress and alienation, but as the children grow up and
move away from home for study and work, the role that the domestic space plays is
greatly reduced. Also, spatial conflict is relatively less prominent in other countries where
the general living conditions are less compacted. While studies, such as the article
“Middle-class households with children on vertical family living in Hong Kong” by Lia
Karsten (2015), suggest how the lack of physical space in Hong Kong households would
mean the lack of privacy among family members, and affects the children’s personal
development, not enough has been written on the effect of space compression of the
family on the general mode of parenting and personal growth. According to an article by
Hong Kong Free Press (Ho 2015), the average living space per capita in Hong Kong is
around 160 sq. ft. In public housing it is 130 sq. ft., as regulated by the Housing
Authorities minimum, but an unlivable 48 sq. ft. for unregulated subdivided flats. 100 sq.
ft., the size of the room Coo shares with her sister, is around the size of a regular parking
space, and 48 sq. ft. is smaller than a standard table-tennis table.
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According to data provided by the Deutsche Bank (2017), the city’s average
monthly salary ranking just 14th in the world, Hong Kong is the 2nd most expensive city
in the world to rent a place. Because of the issue of affordability which even middle-class
families suffer from, young unmarried adults in Hong Kong, as in the case of major Asian
cities like Taipei and Tokyo, often find themselves living with their families in a small
shoebox of a flat even way into their adulthood. As noted by the girls, it is common that
they remain at home sharing their living space with their parents well beyond their early
twenties, some even after marriage. But unlike the above-mentioned cities, it is less
common for Hong Kong young people to study or to work in another city than in other
Chinese societies, even in neighboring countries such as Taiwan and China. This further
intensifies the situation of embeddedness within ones family.

According to government statistics, in 2001, 91.5% of Hong Kong young people
(aged 15-24) live with their parents, while ten years later in 2011, the figure rose to
94.6%. One of the factors contributing to this rise might be the increase in number of
young people continuing their studies beyond secondary school and hence delaying the
time they join the labor market, making it difficult for them to keep sufficient savings to
move out on their own in their early 20s. In 2001, only 19.5% of young people received
post-secondary education, but the figure rose to 39.3% in 2011. The fact that homes in
Hong Kong are “severely unaffordable” (Demographia, 2015) further intensifies the
problem. For young people who have just started working by the age of around 21 or 22
after graduating from university, renting or owning property by their mid-twenties would
be extremely difficult, hence the reduced mobility of the younger generation to move out.
Given that the average salary of young people remained almost stagnant for the past
decade, rising at a rate that fails to catch up with the inflation rate over the past decade,
young people nowadays are in fact earning less than before.
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In allocating limited income, it is very often a choice between moving out and
spending the amount on rent, or to stay home and save up for your first installment.
Almost all of the informants of this study chose to continue to live with their parents,
even for those from higher income groups like Carmen. With her income, Carmen, who is
working at an investment bank in Central, is the most likely informants of all to be able to
afford space of her own. Yet like most of the young people of her age, she is still living
with her parents, even with a monthly income that is way above average. The financial
burden forces a lot of young people to remain at home way into their mid-20s and early
30s, and stories of Hong Kong for couples living separately at their own homes even after
marriage are not unheard of.

Room of one’s own

As family members live in tightly packed space, surveillance and control become
more ubiquitous, private space is a rarity, and the influences of living arrangements have
on the development of children are strong. Hong Kong homes offer little physical space
for privacy and sexuality, limiting the opportunities for intimacy or privacy for sexual
exploration. The case of Coo illustrates the typical arrangement of living space in average
Hong Kong households, and the problems that ensue.

Coo, lives with her family in a flat at a government housing estate under the
home-ownership scheme. The family of 5 live in a crowded flat of around 400-sq. ft..
Coo used to share a tiny bedroom with her sister 6 years her junior, a condition which
improved slightly as her elder brother and younger sister left for Canada 8 years and 3
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years ago respectively. The bunk bed is a staple piece of furniture for bedrooms shared by
siblings in Hong Kong. A desk of one’s own is a bonus but most of the time, siblings
would sit around the foldable dinner table for their homework. After her sister’s departure,
the room is still filled with her sister’s belongings: her textbooks, comics, CDs, stuffed
toys, and clothes. Coo graduated and started working for around 2 years at an
independent film company. Coo’s parents retired with plans to migrate to Taiwan. Her
mother left for Kaohsiung first, while the father is staying in Hong Kong, waiting to join
her mother soon. Bit by bit there is more space for each remaining inhabitant, yet it still
does not promise privacy or space for intimacy. The flat is partitioned by merely a few
doors, and most of the time, the doors are removed to make room for hanging clothes at
the doorway on the partitions for storage, leaving but minimal privacy to members of the
family. Conversations can be overheard easily, and actions are easily visible.

When Coo wants some time alone with her partner, she would usually go to her
place. Coo’s ex-partner, Scarlett, moved to the school hostel during her undergraduate
years, and never moved back home since. Being a freelance musician and music teacher
who does not have stable income, she, like most young people, could not afford the rent
all by herself. She co-rented an apartment with a friend in the older part of town where
the rent is slightly cheaper, and even though she shares her flat, she still enjoys a larger
degree of privacy as she has her own room. In a rare opportunity for private time and
intimacy between lovers, Coo would visit her at her flat, or even staying over sometimes.
But for most of the girls, such moments of intimacy are both an inconvenience and a
luxury, as it is common for both parties in a relationship to be living separately in their
own homes, where having a room of one’s own is not to be taken for granted, and even if
they have a private room, the privacy allowed is minimal.
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This experience is shared by many. Queenie, who lives in a comparatively spacious
household, resorted to “smuggling” her partner into her room at night after the whole
family is asleep: “It is just too awkward for her to be marching in just like that, since I
have always just introduced her as a ‘good friend’ as I don’t want them to poke their
noses into my private life so much. My parents sleep early and go out to work early, so I
would wait until they are in their room, and then my girlfriend would sneak in, bringing
her shoes into my room, and we would spend the night together without making too much
noise.” These lesbians as the sexual other not only have to negotiate with surveillance by
choosing what information to disclose to and conceal from their family, but they also
have to maneuver within the compact living space shared by so many, with all the caution
and hardships involved in trying not to cause trouble for or disturb the status quo and the
routine of your family members while making your own space. All that together, as we
can imagine, is immense trouble and great stress, certainly not encouraging for intimate
exchange or sexual exploration. Mei-ting, who used to date someone who lives in a
crowded public-housing estate, once had a traumatizing experience of having to have sex
with her partner behind flimsy curtains that act as partitions of rooms. The lack of privacy
made her felt exposed and disrespected, adding further to the taboo and stigma
surrounding sex.
“I felt like I was putting on a sex show in front of everyone, you can even hear
them chatting right next to you, so later on I suggest that we do it elsewhere.
Because we were both so young and didn’t have the money to get a room, we
did it at a disabled’s washroom, and it was such a bad experience. Not only is
the physical space less than ideal, the whole environment, or the fact that you
are doing it in a public toilet felt so demeaning.”
The inconvenience around sex certainly does not encourage intimate exchange, but
further alienate the informants from sex by adding to the existing psychological taboo and
social stigma against (homosexual) sex.
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Furthermore, the lack of sexual space does not simply mean that one does not have
the space for intimacy with partners, but also that of sexual exploration on one’s own.
Carmen noted how private space is closely linked to the exploration of one’s sexuality
and also the exposure to information of sex and sexuality:
“I’ve always had my own room, and I started to have my own computer when I
was in Form 4. It wasn’t until I got into university that I really had my own
room and computer, all to myself. Because when you stay home, back then,
computer was not so common, unlike now everyone have their own phone or pc
or laptop, so the computer that I had was more or less semi-public, even though
90% of the time I was the only one using it. So you won’t use it to watch porn
or masturbate or anything, what if your mum comes in all of a sudden! So when
I go to university and stay at a hall where all of the rooms are single, then I
really had my own private space. Later on I moved to another hall, it was a
shared room, but sometime my roommate would go out, then I have some
privacy.”
Even when there is a room of one’s own, with the thin walls, the half-opened doors, and
the possibility that parents suddenly get in, space for the exploration of one’s own body
and desire is an extreme luxury. The lack of space compresses family members together.
Compacted living means the overlapping of living spheres, which results in heightened
surveillance of members in the same house. The actual physical constraints of space,
combined with the general attitude of keeping sex-related issues private within the
household, and the parents’ dominant presence and lack of sensitivity to the adult
children’s privacy and sexuality, could seriously hamper development of sexuality, which
feeds back into the “myth” about lesbians being asexual or un-sexual. Unfortunately, this
idea of girls’ “naturally” lacking in sex drive and desire is very often internalized even by
these lesbians, as I have observed in my investigation of their porn usage. It ought to be
contextualized as the combined result of underdevelopment and alienation of girls’
sexuality and sexual agency under the systematic regulation and denial which is further
conditioned by the constrained domestic space and the compressed mode of family
relations evolved under such circumstances.
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Spatial limits for identity development

The space limitation of home not only limits sexual development but also personal
and identity development for its inhabitants, and the longer one remains at home, the
more prominent and problematic these limitations become. On top of the financial
constraints which make it economically difficult to move out, there are cultural and social
limitations imposed by the expectations parents have of their adult children, which
upholds a specific idea of “care” for the parents that prolongs their children’s stay at
home. Hong Kong parents are reluctant to approve their children’s decision to move out,
partly out of their expectation for their children to perform their filial duties, and party
because of their mentality that their children are “too young and immature”, not enough
of an adult to take care of themselves or to behave properly without the parents’
supervision. It is not uncommon that parents would discourage children from moving out
even after they have started working and earn their own living. For boys, the reason is
usually that having to pay rent delays the prospect of owning property, and that staying
home means not having to worry about managing chores or meals. For girls, as reported
by some informants, it is not uncommon that parents strictly ban their daughters from
moving out until they are married, such as in the case of Queena, whose mother
prohibited her from moving out before getting married “so that she could not so easily
abandon her mother, and do wrong things”. In both cases, children who moved out early
without having been married would be blamed for deserting their parents, as they fail
their filial duty of serving and being at their parents’ side. Even if the children have
moved out, Hong Kong is well-connected by transportation networks, and parents would
very often request married children, or in the case of some informants, university students
who moved out from home to stay at school hostels, to come back home for meals as an
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expression of gratitude, care, and connection. Going back to the case of Carmen, her
sister got married and moved out a few years ago, and as the unwed child of the family,
Carmen is naturally tolerated and expected, to continue to stay at home. Being a lesbian
daughter, who “could not really be married in the way my parents would understand and
accept”, she has no “legitimate” excuse to move out.

This prolonged submersion in a parent-child social structure has many side effects.
One obvious result is the vicious cycle that hinders the children’s development in terms
of sexuality as well as independence: when children are discouraged from moving out
due to financial constraints and pressure from filial duty, parents are likely to continue to
take care of them and view them as “children”, which further feeds into the loop of not
allowing them to move out and be independent, and be treated equally. According to
Billie, who has just graduated and is now working at an NGO concerned with
sex-workers’ rights, she feels that her parents had always viewed, and still continue to
view her as “a sexless child” even though she is already 23, as she is the youngest in the
family. Her family turns a blind eye not only to her unorthodox gender expression and
obvious (homo)sexual orientation, but the fact that she is actually sexual at all.
Occupying the position of “children” within the family structure for a prolonged period of
time renders one a sexless existence. The reasons could be two-fold. There are several
markers of maturity, such as finishing your study, entering the workforce, earning your
own living, but none of the above expresses maturity more univocally than getting
married, forming your own family, and producing offsprings. Committing oneself to the
duty of marriage, and ultimately as parents raising children, is seen as fulfilling the
familial and social role of a fully grown person, and taking up the responsibility of an
adult. Unmarried members of the family, or couples that bear no children would be
viewed as unwilling or unable to fulfill their social roles, thus they remain unqualified as
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a full member of the family and would not receive the same respect as an adult. The
informants noted that there is a lack of respect for their privacy on the part of the parents,
because for them, when one stays at home longer, one remains as the child in the family
structure for a longer period of time, even way into adulthood, which means that their
children are either by default sexless and so “there is nothing to be kept in private”, or
since they are immature, they should be put under constant surveillance and control so
that they “would not do anything wrong”.

The belief that sexuality is a private matter that should not be openly discussed is
complicated by the lack of the space and privacy in Hong Kong households, coupled with
the attempt to control if not write off the sexuality of daughters, resulting in the
configuration of the terrain of home as one that does not encourage discussion or
expression of sexuality, especially if one’s sexual object choice is not normative. The
domestic space, with its compacted spatiality and intense surveillance, is perceived as a
public domain where each member has to act their part, personal interest and individual
expression have little room in it, which might explain why even though informants
reported to have identified themselves with the lesbian identity around 13, only 5 of the
informants had come out to their family officially, while most of the informants hinted
their sexual orientation but had not officially come out.

The compacted and urbanized space of Hong Kong modifies the traditional Chinese
family model in such a way that presses family members against each other, leading to
heightened surveillance and control which fortifies parental control over children. Some
scholars interpreted the relatively acquiescing approach of Chinese families towards
homosexuality as a sign of acceptance, but as Lucetta Kam (2011) has pointed out, the
seemingly tolerant attitude of “don’t ask don’t tell” should be understood as systematic
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silencing and marginalization of sexuality (especially sexual deviants), reducing them to
the unspeakable and invisible. Instead of being a shelter where one can relax and “be
yourself”, the domestic space is more often seen as a social space of duties and roles to be
performed and fulfilled, and with constraints of space, personal development and
expression in a family setting are restrained, hampering the development of a full
personal identity apart from that as a daughter.

In terms of identity, lesbianism and lesbian identity are rarely, if ever, acknowledged
or discussed in at home as a valid option, especially as the sexuality of individuals are
constantly undermined in the collective living in the first place. Even though
heterosexuality plays a central role in the regulation of femininity of daughters in the
household, it is arguably “hetero-social”, since “sexuality is commonly seen as outside of
the social” (Bell and Binnie 2000). The sexual element is largely downplayed as a
necessary means of performing the reproductive role required or expected of heterosexual
union. The assumed heterosexuality of adult female children is seen as something that
serves only a social function within the structure of the family, to establish one’s status as
a fully mature member of the family who enters the institution of marriage and can
continue the bloodline. The sex involved under this configuration of heterosexuality is
one that is purely functional, of a reproductive nature, instead of an expression of
sexuality or self, let alone an identity. When even parents are assumed to be asexual, one
learns that one’s sexuality, even that involved in hetero-sexuality, do not have room in
the domestic sphere, and is reduced to merely its social function. As the sexual other in
the discursive construction of socially acceptable sexuality, the homosexuals’
identification and development of one’s homosexuality is pushed even further into the
margin, and within the limited spatiality one could have in playing out one’s identity,
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they are subjugated under or simply overwhelmed by the requirements, expectations, and
duties of their more primary identity and role of the proper female child.

Conclusion

At home, the informants’ identity as the “female” “child” is foregrounded as their
primary social identity within the family structure, and their role and position as
daughters is emphasized. This forces them to identify themselves with their “female”
identity, and the position as the “child” in the family structure subjects them to the social
expectations and control of women as defined by phallocentrism and heteronormativity.
Even though they do not feel comfortable with norms of femininity and later the
imposition of heterosexism, there was no identity category available to them that would
have allowed them to establish themselves as something. Instead of being able to define
oneself through proclaiming one’s identity in an affirmative “I am”, they were left with
roles which they have failed and category labels that they do not fit in, by which they
define themselves in negation, as something “I am not”. It is under this circumstance and
within this framework of understanding that “lesbian” as a viable identity option, which
became available to the informants later as they enter secondary school, becomes
configured in this particular manner as understood by and practiced by the informants,
because of the void created by the absence of options, as well as the way they have been
disciplined that shapes the form of reaction or “the way out” they needed.

The physicality and spatiality of the Hong Kong household compressed the “care” of
parents for their children and family members for each other into constant mutual
surveillance, which transforms the domestic sphere into one often perceived as “public”
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instead of “private”, where the need for performing the role of a daughter and by
extension, proper (asexual) femininity, is constant. The lack of both space for discussion
of and privacy for sex and sexuality limited knowledge acquisition, exploration, and
development, but the surrounding taboo also deterred parents from too actively
intervening with their intimate lives, which created a buffer and space (outside) for
relatively free experimentation, that their “private life” were since “outsourced” to be
practiced and performed at sites outside of home (namely, the school, which will be
further explored in the following chapter).

At the turn of puberty, however, the sexual potentiality of the originally sexless
female-gendered child became the focal point, and the regulation of (hetero)sexual
attractiveness in all its self-contradictions informed their female identity in a renewed
sexualized configuration. Instead of simply being a female child in the family, their
femininity is now one that gears towards (hetero)sexuality, having to maintain the
potentiality of sexual attractiveness without being prematurely attracted and overtly
attractive. The over- or exclusive emphasis of their role as daughters within the family
creates a peculiar condition for the informants to “buy their freedom”, as they have
learned that the fulfillment of the duties of one’s primary identity, namely that as
daughters, can compensate the failure of other identities less important in the structure of
family, such as that as a (hetero)sexual being, which is in the first place a taboo in the
“public” sphere of home, and is much too stigmatized and out-of-bound for any proper
young girl to be associated with, creating an unexpected space, as also noted by
informants in Tang (2011) and Kam (2011, 2014), that can compensate for failing as a
(heterosexual) women with being a good girl, by fulfilling filial piety and by being social
and economically successful.
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However, while the taboo created a space for them to be “left alone”, and that they
are almost always free to “outsource” their sexuality and their private life on the whole to
other sites without being much bothered by their parents unless they “bring it home”,
learning to be a lesbian mainly through negation and absence at home has a downside,
affecting the priority of their lesbian identity among their many identifications and roles.
When their very sexual potentiality, not only their sexual orientation, is not recognized or
acknowledged in the social sphere of the family, and sexuality is understood as
inappropriate for the domestic sphere, these lesbians can only exist in the family structure
as a female child. With their identity as daughter and female foregrounded, and their
sexuality (and sexual orientation) unaddressed, this discipline would result in a higher
degree of identification as female and weakened identification as lesbian, even though the
two are not mutually exclusive or competitive. Bound by the filial duty of maintaining
harmony in the household, and of taking care of the feelings of the parents, not all of the
informants choose not to come-out and face hostility at home, and instead they choose to
stay quiet about their homosexuality at home. The difficulty for them to establish their
sexual identity in the domestic space has an influence on the level of investment in the
lesbian identity in other domains, as they used to consider sexual orientation “a private
matter” that have little relevance to their family life, and that sexual identity is
subordinate to other roles they have to perform in life, at times even as a burden that
conflicts with and hinders them from fulfilling other roles and duties, such as being a
good daughter. Or to put it in another way, the insignificance of their sexuality in their
fulfilling the role and duties as a daughter within the family makes it less pressing for the
informants to establish their sexual identity as their primary identity in the space of home,
as well as other social settings. However, since their female identity is constantly
foregrounded, as observed in some informants, in general they express a lower level of
interest, knowledge, and concern when asked about LGBT rights or related social events,
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and yet they tend to be more concerned about oppressions affecting women, and display
heightened awareness of gender-related news and discussions. Learning from the
day-to-day dismissal of their sexual identity within the family, it could result in one’s
lack of investment or affiliation with their lesbian identity as both a representational
personal identity and as a social political identity that would likewise be connected to
civil participation or movements, as in the first place they do not recognize sexuality as
the center or expression of one’s subjectivity that one could construct one’s identity
around.

As signposted earlier in the chapter, around the time of puberty when their
accumulated confusion and curiosity could not find an answer or outlet, the school, or
specifically the secondary school, became the main site to which a major part of the
informants’ developing social connections and private / personal life are “outsourced”.
The overlapping of timeframe allows the informants to literally divide their lives between
the two sites they divide the time between, as the process of establishment of personal
identity and experimentation of gender expression and sexuality, which could not find
space at home, now finds a more welcoming, but no less scrutinized new testing ground.
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| TWO |
Lesbian learning at School:
Accomplice or counter-site?

“By the time I enter secondary school, I must have broken up with
several girlfriends already, but I thought nothing about being ‘les’ or
not, I didn’t know that there is such a thing. At that time, for those who
are gay or les, no one knew about lesbianism, or would think consider
themselves as a TB (tomboy), it’s only when you are asked if you are a
TB, then you would know […] I entered secondary school, I loved
playing basketball so I joined the team, I kept my hair short when I can
finally decide what haircut I want to get. And when you look a certain
way, people would start categorizing you in a certain way. Some boys
would call me a TB, some girls started asking my friends if I am a TB since I didn’t consider myself much of a girl, I thought, alright, if you
think that I’m a TB, so I’m a TB then. Whatever, no big deal.”

-

Bao

Lesbian learning at home, as illustrated in the first chapter, usually takes the form of
negation and denial, without any viable options provided by the site as alternatives when
the informants are confused or conflicted about the specific configuration of gender and
sexuality they are presented with. The confusion and lack are particularly striking as the
girls reached puberty, when they were confronted with drastic physical and emotional
changes, while the criteria and expectations of femininity required of them have also
evolved into one that is geared towards heterosexual social conformity, as they are
considered to be gradually maturing, socially and sexually. This bodily and psychological
change is accompanied by the uprooting from one’s established routine and social circle
in primary school, having to re-establish their personal and social identity at the same
time, as they enter into secondary school. The site of the school is important not only as a
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major site of socialization, acculturation, and discipline, but also for the great amount of
time the girls spent in the physical site of school, and how their social and personal life
have developed around it. In many ways, while one can say that the girls lived separate
lives when they are at school and at home, a view shared by the informants as a young
girl’s daily life is also almost divided between these two sites, the learning at home and
school should nonetheless be considered as complimentary with and influential on one
another: problems arise in one site are often outsourced to the other, as signposted in the
final section of the previous chapter, and things learned in one site can be transferred to
cope with that of the other.

In this chapter, I will be looking at the school, specifically the role of secondary
school, as a site of learning and socialization, and their lesbian learning through
socialization. I seek to demonstrate this through investigating the structural, spatial, and
temporal aspects of the school, how it conditions their schooling experiences, relating
them to their lesbian identity formation.

The turn of age is a delicate moment. Accompanying the drastic physical and
psychological change of puberty is the forced uprooting from one’s previous surrounding
and social network, namely the primary school. This forced dislocation and change could
add to the existing confusion and sense of lost we all faced during puberty, but at the
same time, it also provided a chance for a fresh start: a new environment, a new mode of
socialization and schooling, and a promise of re-establishing oneself.

The environment of the secondary school, as a break from that of the enclosed space
of home and the generally more controlling system of primary school, provides new
opportunities and access to new knowledge. I seek not only to find out what they have
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learned about “lesbian” as an identity, but to understand how this comes to be by
mapping out specifically when in their life lesbian(ism) came about. The new realization
of the expectation of compulsory heterosexuality, together with the learned stigma of
their identity as girls, the drastic physical and psychological changes during puberty, and
the budding desire for the same sex – it is in this specific intersection of negation, anxiety,
and need, that “lesbian” as an identity category entered the lives of the informants,
proposing plausible answers to all these problems they face. As it is perceived as an
answer, how lesbian(ism) is configured, and what it means to these informants, are
necessarily defined through the problems they face and the needs that they have. I would
also place this experience within the network of established knowledge they have learned
from other sites (such as home), to see how they condition or enable these girls to learn
about “lesbianism” in a particular way.

Further, I propose that the heterotopic structure of the physical site of school is key
to understanding why lesbian identity has been configured in a more “made-do” way by
most informants, given that the school is their main site of exposure to and acquisition of
the lesbian identity. The superimposition of the rule of school authority over the
somewhat tolerated “lesbian space” makes lesbian learning at school a more complex and
unique process than other more studied spaces such as lesbian bars and online
communities. To unpack the dynamics working within the space of the school as lesbian
learning site, I would rely on Fredrik Barth’s discussions in his essays “Ethnic Groups
and Boundaries” (1969) and “Boundaries and Connections” (2000), and Foucault’s
notion of Heterotopia from “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias” (1984), in hopes
of explaining the complexity and uniqueness of school as a learning site for lesbian
identity formation, to sketch out the difference between the site of the school and other
places where lesbian identity formation had been thought to take place. By analyzing the
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dynamics between different discourses of gender and sexuality within the school, the
social function of the school, the values and principles it mirrors and embodies, the kind
of subjects who are viewed as belonging to this site, how it relates to other sites in society,
and how school functions as a space with internal relations, I hope to understand more
about what shapes the lesbian configuration formed and circulated in this environment,
and to see how the lesbian identity relates to their other social identities and perceived
roles, such as that as female and students. I seek to problematize the popular association
between lesbian space / community and lesbian learning / identity formation, and most
importantly to see how the different spaces and rules within the site of the school and the
negotiation and appropriation necessary in it affects the configurations of lesbianism and
lesbian identity among the informants.

Negative learning

Previously, what the informants learned is not that they are lesbians, but that they
are not heterosexual. The informants have learned to define themselves as something that
exist outside of the heteronormative configuration of femininity, both in terms of gender
expression and sexuality. However, the possible ways of positively being outside is left
undefined, since being non-heterosexual, or un-girly, does little to enable them to attain a
recognized gender and social position that would help them to conceptualize their identity,
and to assert and establish themselves. This kind of learning can be seen as “negative
learning”, as they are learning about themselves as the negation of something: instead of
being able to claim their identity in an affirmative way, what the informants learn is not
that they are lesbians, but that they are not heterosexual, learning their identity as failing
what they ought to be.
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As Lucetta Kam (2008) illustrates, for those who do not conform to normative
gender or sexual expressions, there is “a lack of positive identity labels” (100). In her
case, women who style and carry themselves in manners that are commonly attributed to
men are constantly misrecognized as men. Instead of being able to establish their identity
as a differently gendered woman, there is no framework or space for women are not
conventionally “female” (99-100), which means they are constantly assumed to be trying
to imitate men, while failing to conform or live up to the expectations for women.
Because the logic goes that you can either be one or the other, the informants who fit in
neither category do not have a place in the established system of binary gender: there is
no name to call them, making these women either invisible or unspeakable.

What echoes in Kam’s article with this research is how alternative gender or sexual
expressions are understood and framed as “transgressions” of what exists, thus
acknowledging how the seemingly new is actually drawing on elements from the norm.
Further, in her case (2008), masculine women who are rejected both by male and female
gender norms are denied an identity label to stand for themselves, and can only be called
“masculine women” for the lack of a better choice. Here, transgression is contained by
mobilizing existing categories and labels to frame it, in hopes of making it intelligible. As
Butler suggests, gender and sexual norms form the basic vocabulary and grammar by
which transgressive performance are composed of, which makes them intelligible and
thinkable in the first place. In this chapter, we will see how gender and sexual choices
have been configured for the informants, forming the basic structure of what is sensible
and thinkable for them, and how within this context, lesbian(ism) as a plausible way of
life and identity comes to be learned, adopted, and practiced in the site of school.

116

Positive learning

As compared to the home as a site of “negative learning”, surprisingly it is the school
that, as pointed out by almost all informants, also serves from time to time as a
“counter-site” for “positive learning” and development instead of simply furthering the
discipline and control of home, even though conservative attitudes still prevail in the
official conduct of schools towards gender and sex.

“Positive” learning here does not mean that everything they learn about lesbian(ism)
is positively affirming and encouraging identification, but that it acknowledges and
affirms the existence of lesbian as a possible identity option, instead of defining it
negatively as an unnamed void beyond the binaries. The majority of informants reported
that secondary school is the site where more direct learning takes places, in which
lesbianism and lesbians are introduced to the informants as an actual and plausible
category of identity, through different channels and opportunities presented to them in
their school life. For some of them, the establishment of their lesbian identity is more
precocious, some with more struggle than others; while for some, even though they
identify with the lesbian identity much later in life, their secondary school years
nonetheless still serve as a major source that informed them of what a lesbian is, and what
it means to be one.

Being left with little at hand that enables one to establish or affirm their identity as we
see from the previous chapter, the informants carry the confusion and absence from the
domestic sphere to the site of school. A local study on schoolgirls’ experience of
(gendered) education remarks, “in everyday life, informants negotiate with the social
gender expectation by adopting culturally recognizable discourses to make sense of their
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gender styles and identifications” (Kam 2003, ii). Such discourses, in the experience of
the informants, include both the dominant heteronormative gender framework as well as
lesbian subcultural gender identities which becomes readily available in the new school
environment. Education and learning is more than simply what is written in the textbooks
or included in the formal curriculum, but encompasses all aspects of school life, including
everything from school rules, campus management, class arrangement, classroom
dynamics, peer interaction, formation of factions, teacher-student relationship, to even the
most minute rewards and punishments.

For the informants, their schooling experience provides them with new identity labels
and role models that help bring together and conceptualize a bunch of previously
unrelated and uncategorized character traits, confusions, resentments, and deviant
behaviors related to gender and sexuality which have emerged and accumulated
throughout their pre-puberty period. These unnamed and perhaps unrelated feelings and
traits are transformed and translated, and now grouped and understood in a new light,
unified under the newly available social identity of lesbian, with its concrete sets of rules
and conducts in terms of gender expression, forms of relations, positions and modes of
desire, categories of identities, and social implications. Certain appearance, hobbies,
character traits, and affects acquire new meanings: instead of being simple expressions of
discontent, these actions and preferences are viewed under a new lens, grouped together
as a somewhat unified and coherent identity, and are now codified as materialization of
rebelliousness, expressions of personality, and manifestations of desire. Through the daily
interactions between teachers and students, and among the student population, the
informants also learned the related strategies and politics to establish and manage this
new identity.
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Further, while homosexual subject formation has long been discussed as a
shame-loaded and wounded identification, most girls reported that the lesbian identity
was learned as something largely positive in their schooling experience. However, there
is a clear and important distinction: this positivity is different from what I have learned
from talking to lesbians who are more involved in LGBT activism. It is not positive as in
“pride”. It was positive expressed in the naturalness and matter-of-fact-ness not
disconnected or isolated from the “real world”, but instead manifested and configured as
very much embedded in an understanding of the workings of the rules of social reality:
the fact that one has to work with it, and the ways one can work around it. As the major
site of direct/positive lesbian learning, I argue that the unique environment and dynamics
of the school condition or even create the need for a practical and at the same time
somewhat positive configuration of the lesbian identity as practiced by many young Hong
Kong lesbians, which I would further elaborate in later sections, with reference to Zhang
Qiaoting’s Campus Memory, Identity and the Emerging of Lesbian Subjectivities in
Taiwan (2000).

Before establishing the spatiality and complexity of the school, I would first take a
look into the subjects that occupy the space of school and go through the process of
schooling: the schoolgirls. I would look into how the informants’ schooling experience is
conditioned by their social identity as female, and how this experience in turn affects how
their identity and sexuality are configured.

The subject called schoolgirl
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In order to understand what kind of learning and schooling experience the informants
as female students are subjected to, a good start would be examining how these female
schooling subjects have been constructed, the discourses and frameworks that aim to
describe, represent, or shape them, and how the schoolgirls understand their being
schoolgirls. In earlier studies on education, the role of gender of students (Tong 2001)
and that of teachers (Guo 2009) were often overlooked. Students’ experiences in the
school are examined without an awareness of gender, and boys’ experience is often taken
as universal. Later on, as more and more girls have the opportunity to study thanks to the
implementation of universal 9-year free compulsory education by the Hong Kong
government in 1971 after the period of youth-related social unrest in late 1960s, locally
there began a turn to examine gender difference in schooling performance. Even though
gender is recognized as a factor affecting learning, studies still did not see education as a
gendered experience, or examine schooling as a process reproducing gender.

What is prevalent in local education is the simple collapsing of biological sex with
gender, and taking the differences in performance (as the findings are often inconsistent)
as purely biologically determined by sex, without paying attention to the larger
socialization process that engenders sex. According to Kim (2012), in the eyes of Hong
Kong school authorities, sex is inborn and unchangeable, and biological sex will
therefore determine personality of the individual as she grows up; and because of our
sexual difference, we should be channeled into different (fixed) gender roles and paths of
development. Outcomes of gendered education are often taken to be the consequences
of biological differences, completely ignoring the social reality of education as an
engendering process and a gendered experience, when the fact is that biological sex is
determining, not because boys and girls are born with brains that are inevitably structured
differently and predisposed them to act in certain universal ways (Catsambis, Mulkey,
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Buttaro, Steelman, & Koch 2012), but rather because they are trained and conditioned to
behave and react in a certain pattern, once they are recognized and categorized to be
belonging to a certain gender (Chen 2006).

Biological sex are assigned social roles as boys and girls, and the whole education
system in the hidden curriculum is working to modify their behavior into conforming to
their gender ideals of masculinity and femininity (Kirk & Oliver 2014), which accounts
for not only the difference in schooling method, but also their schooling experience as
female students. As illustrated in the previous chapter, to be female means belonging to
“a culturally inferior gender group” that enjoys less “freedom and social recognition that
this culture grants to biological males” (Kam 2008, 104), and to successfully fulfill the
social role of female always mean greater “gender conformity and restrictions” (112).

Girls in crisis

The schooling subject, adolescent, and specifically, adolescent girls, are considered to
be in a volatile and changeable stage, often associated with the notion of danger and crisis,
thus justifying the discipline and control of the schooling authority. On the subjects who
find the school to be a “heterotopia” (a point argued by Zhang (2000), which I would aim
to further establish in the later sections), it would useful to consider how Foucault (1984)
described them as in a perpetually “crisis” status, as the heterotopia “[is] privileged or
sacred or forbidden places, reserved for individuals who are, in relation to society and to
the human environment in which they live, in a state of crisis: adolescents, menstruating
women, pregnant women, the elderly, etc.” (4)
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The school is also a site of containment and production of new subjects. Young girls,
especially school girls, though often held as the embodiment and symbol of renewal,
development, modernity, hope, and purity, are time after time portrayed in media and in
the discourses of teachers and parents as something prone to temptation and corruption.
According to Sharon Kinsella’s Schoolgirls, Money and Rebellion in Japan (2013) and
Tze-Lan D. Sang’s seminal The Emerging Lesbian (2003), during the Republican era in
China and the Post-war Japan, the schoolgirls’ femininity and youthfulness were
mobilized and objectified during these moments of great social change to serve particular
social and political functions. Just as the schoolgirl was held as an idealized figure for
post-war nations’ national re-engineering, similarly the present imagination of “schoolgirl
as problem-prone and sexually objectifiable subjects”, the media frenzy over cautionary
tales of easily corruptible or fallen schoolgirl, and the oxymoronic construction by
schools and parents of schoolgirls as “the educated yet ignorant young lady” and “the
desirable yet sexless woman-to-be”, can be read as a mirror of our society’s anxiety since
the 60’s over the threatening younger generation which they find increasingly hard to
understand and control, resulting from the growing independence and rising social status
of the female over the past decades that began to upset the established institutions of
family, work, and marriage.

In this sense, we can also understand the school as a “heterotopia of deviation”, which,
in Foucault’s words, is a place where “individuals whose behavior is deviant in relation to
the required mean or norm are placed.” The schoolgirls, regardless of their background,
temperament, and performance in school, are uniformly threated as potential deviants.
The school is not only a site that is perceived by society as destined for housing these
“subjects of crisis”, but the very sense of crisis is systematically taught and induced into
the girls as part of “what they are” in a process of active construction and appropriation
122

of subjects. The goal of creating “the crisis subject” is to justify their claim to authority as
necessary discipline and protection to the outside world, but also for the very subjects that
are governed, to legitimize the control and the required submission. As reported by the
informants, the rhetoric often employed by school authority goes that young girls are
framed as ignorant, easily corruptible, underdeveloped, and not knowing what is good for
themselves, which echoes how Zhang (2000) described the way teenage girls are
perceived by school authority and society in general as “passive, pure, easily corruptible
girls who needs protection” (4-9) (my translation). Through discursively constructing the
girls as such, schools induce distrust and fear in the schoolgirls towards themselves and
the world, thus legitimizing their claim of position in the hierarchy as the educator,
monitor, regulator, protector, and punisher, as parents do in the site of the family, to
justify their claim of authority to control and to judge, and their rights to deny the agency
of the girls.

A proper girl is a non-sexual girl

My informants concluded from their own schooling experience that female students
in schools are simultaneously judged by their academic performance and their degree of
conformity to the heterosexist ideal of a “good” girl. This is echoed by the study by Tong
Ka-man (2001) of tomboys in Hong Kong schools, which demonstrated how girls are
subjected to strict disciplinary controls in all aspects in their schooling experience, with
school rules and mechanisms designed to regulate femininity and sexuality, deterring
homosexuality, indoctrinating heterosexism while repressing girls’ sexual and gender
expression, and enforcing certain feminine ideals. Being a “good girl” means being
(moderately) feminine, docile, un-sexual (but nonetheless heterosexual), chaste, and
obedient. As Fiona among others recalls, within girl’s schools, students who are
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considered “naughty” or “bad” are either tomboyish, or are often those who are “too
feminine” in the sense of being overtly attractive in a heterosexual perspective. In short,
“girls’ problems” in schools (both single-sex and co-education) are understood as
problems relating to sex and body, or more precisely, (homo/hetero)sexualized bodies.

Discursively constructed as the “crisis subject”, the crisis here concerned is mainly
that of their sexuality. Schoolgirl is a highly symbolic sexual existence, being both the
embodiment of purity and a widely circulated object of sexual fantasy. The image of the
schoolgirl has been simultaneously fetishized as the embodiment of sexual ignorance,
innocence, and chastity, as well as budding sexual potentiality. Being schoolgirls
themselves, the informants are highly aware of this constant gaze and the
self-contradictory expectations. The prevalence of the hypersexualized consumable image
of schoolgirls stand as a paradoxical foil to the ideal schoolgirl’s parents and school
authority never cease to produce to bring the schoolgirl’s sexuality neatly under control.
In fact, the looming potentiality of this prying gaze is mobilized in the form of sexual
threats, in order to justify their control over their bodies, once again emphasizing the
“crisis status” of the girls. Fiona, a gentle but opinionated long-haired girl who speaks
softly, attended a girl’s missionary school, and she noted how the all-girls environment is
in no lack of constant surveillance gaze:
“The school I attended was really strict about the uniform and your looks. For
example, the hem of your dress must touch your knee. You cannot wear
earrings that are bigger than 5mm in diameter. You cannot wear a dark-color
bra underneath your white uniform, if you do, the discipline teacher would give
you a piece of white cloth and ask you to make an undershirt and wear it. Even
when we have to wear PE uniform for sports class, we cannot put it on and go
to school. We have to bring it to school and get changed as if it is improper to
be seen wearing PE uniform, not that I can understand what is so problematic
about the PE uniform, maybe it's the shorts.”
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This internalized gaze is an extremely self-contradictory one. While school authority,
through surveillance and discipline, aims to control and shape the girls into “pure” and
desexualized beings, they are at the same time highlighting this sexual potentiality. As
John Berger (1973) has demonstrated, we also can see how girls are trained to adopt the
viewpoint of the spectator to scrutinize the way they look and behave, in a way, to
ironically adopt a sexualized gaze in order to desexualize themselves, because schoolgirls
are said to be responsible for how they are looked at, and the surveillance is constant:
“You can’t eat or drink on the street, or buy food from street hawkers, or walk
around while eating. Of course you cannot date while you are wearing school
uniform. Not even studying in library or McDonald’s with boys. Some people
would even take photos of you to report to the school, or call the school to
complain about these things. They might be alumni, or even just random people
in the neighborhood. The school would receive all these complaints and
announce at the assembly that there is such a case, and warn or punish us, saying
that it not only damages the school’s image, but is a shame for us to be doing it.
But when you think about it, these are infringing on our privacy, why do they
think that they have the right to monitor us? And how does it concern them in
any way?”
The rules of the school are not only limited to the physical boundary of the school, but go
well beyond to the world outside. As long as they are recognized as a crisis subject,
surveillance and control over their bodies are justified as necessary means to protect them
from “contamination” (Zhang 2000, 4-9), often resorting to the collaborative effort of
school, family, and society.

From the account of Fiona, we can clearly see the double meaning of “crisis”: the
girls are perceived to be in crisis as being prone to danger and thus need protection, and
the girls are crisis in themselves (or creating crisis) as their own judgments could not be
trusted, and rather they need monitoring and control so that they would not jeopardize
their own image and bring shame upon themselves and their school. When asked about
what she thinks about these school rules and measures, Fiona politely (and perhaps
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innocently) describes them as a reflection of the school being “overprotective”, but not in
an ill-meaning way. Schoolgirls are constantly framed as being in danger:
“Sometimes we would have fun fair or open day, but only family members or
relatives are allowed, if there are some young men around, the teachers would
follow them, as if wanting to make sure we don’t get ‘eaten’. It’s quite funny
how they are overreacting. I wonder, is it really that dangerous?”
Fiona understands that the school was acting by the logic that framed and perceived the
subject of the schoolgirl as physically and mentally weak, thus needed protection from
external threat as well as from their own immaturity or curiosity.

However, after studying Comparative Literature and Gender Studies in college, she
is also consciously aware of distancing herself from her “previous internalization” of the
school’s view on girls, and instead she now sees it as a rhetorical strategy to produce a
specific type of female subjects:
“They would make you think that girls should be weaker, or that they should be
chaste and pure. There is a saying: to be an educated young lady. So you have an
idea the kind of gender stereotype they would want us to fit into.”
Girls who refuse to conform to the normative configuration of gender are labeled as
“problematic” or “bad” students. This is a problem especially for young tomboy students
(in girl’s schools), whose sexuality is less of a concern than their transgressive gender
expression (Tong 2001). But of course, as pointed out in the previous chapter, feminine
informants face the same scrutiny nonetheless:
“For those who do not fit in, they are either seen as ‘bad students’, or they would
try to reform you. TB would easily be pin-pointed, but I don’t think teachers
think they can be converted per se; there are those who are slightly rebellious,
wearing short skirts and make-up, they would really be picked on by teachers.”
Fiona concludes that disciplinary measures taken against female students always concern
their “being sexually transgressive”, and they are punished because they have rebelled
against the proper non-sexual female subject the school expects of them, either by being
visibly (homo)sexual, or improperly (hetero)sexual.
126

Locating shame and empowerment

As mentioned earlier, according to the informants, lesbian identification has been
learned in the school environment as something largely positive, however, I would like to
argue that while the shame is not attached directly to their lesbian identification, there is
indeed shame attached to their identity as girls (female gender), as an extension of their
learning at home. To a way greater extent than that as lesbians, their social identity and
position as girls had been continuously and systematically consolidated and
simultaneously stigmatized and shamed, as demonstrated above. With the primacy of
their social identity as female regardless of their actual gender identification, this shame
and wound indirectly affect how the informants perceive their desire, sex, and body, and
set the limit to possible configurations of their identity and sexuality.

As established in the previous chapter, I argue that one’s biological gender is
foregrounded as the primary determining factor of one’s social identity, with one’s
sexuality subsuming under it. Throughout my research, the girls repeatedly mention the
inescapability of this identity. As noted by the informant Jin, one is confined to the social
identity of a female no matter how she “fails to live up to standard”, because “for
someone who is biologically female there is no other ways of being than as a social
female”. Her comment is echoed in many interviews, that regardless of their level of
gender identification and conformation, they are nonetheless continuously seen through
and measured by the standard of being female.

At home, transgressive acts was seen through the lens of their female gender, their
success and failure to perform their role measured by (and the risk of bringing) shame are
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attached to the identity of being female, rather than their (homo)sexuality. Tomboys are
often attacked not because of their same-sex attraction, but because they try to be men, as
a counterfeit or pathetic imitation, the tomboyish Bao recounts her experience in a
co-education school:
“Some boys used to challenge us and mock us. Before I can never understand
why the TBs in my school were so keen to pick a fight, and acted as if they need
to beat the boys in everything. When I was in the basketball team, the TBs often
challenge to boys team to a match. The boys didn’t think girls can play ball
properly, but we beat the shit out of them on the court, so they never dare to say
anything afterwards.”
We can also see how during this period of life different parties struggle to define oneself
and the other, using campus as a stage: in a co-education setting, boys try to undermine
TBs by calling them “lesser than men”, yet the very act shows that their feel threatened
by the TBs perhaps in competition for the attention of other female students, but more
broadly speaking, because these TBs are transgressing the boundaries of traditional
gendered labor-division, crossing over to the field of competitive sports usually
dominated by male. the TBs, who dislike being measured up against men, still struggle to
build their position, through the only way available: by defeating male players on the
court. Female students, who emphasize the TBs are not like “those boys”, would break up
with TBs saying that they are “not real men”. TBs, in the above exchange, became a
reference point for not only the definition of manhood, but also that of proper
womanhood. The underlying assumption, once again, is their identity as girls, being
considered as something inborn and fixed, so no matter what you do or try to be, there is
no escaping from this identity. This is the stigma you have to bear for a lifetime.

Didier Eribon in Insult and the Making of the Gay Self (2004) attempts to illustrate
how passive naming works to produce negative identification in LGBT persons: “Insult is
more than a word that describes. It is not satisfied with simply telling me what I am. If
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someone calls me a ‘dirty faggot’… that person is not trying to tell me something about
myself. That person is letting me know that he or she has something on me, has power
over me. First and foremost the power to hurt me, to mark my consciousness with that
hurt, inscribing shame in the deepest levels of my mind.” But this overtly traumatic and
stigmatized form of identity is not common among the informants of this study. Why is it
the case?

From their accounts, I realized that rather than directly learning about the lesbian
identity as a predominantly negative category through occasions of shaming, insult, or
attack, as demonstrated in the previous chapter and the section above on the formal
curriculum of schools, the same shame and defining injury is experienced when we
substitute “faggot” with “girl” (as a social category) in Eribon’s formulation. In the
reality they live in, either home or school, and later on in workplace, being lesbian itself
is less stigmatized than being a girl, as their gender identity is prioritized and emphasized
by constantly putting them under surveillance and scrutiny. Being a lesbian is less about
transgressing sexual taboo, but failing what it means to be a proper girl. That is to say, in
the social and cultural context of Hong Kong, being a homosexual female is shameful
mainly because it implies a failure, refusal, and transgression of the social position, role,
and duty of being female, less than homosexuality being “evil” by nature, as in the
Judeo-Christian formulation of the problem. For some informants, lesbianism seemingly
offers a way of transgressing or even transcending the system, so that within this space
granted by their newly gained identity, their normative gender identity is suspended as
they can subscribe to the lesbian system of secondary gender, which can be read as
conditioned as well as responding to the binary gender stereotypes the school tries to
teach.
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In the following section, the informants’ schooling experience shall illustrate how
education is indeed gendered at the same time it seeks to en-gender, that the education of
girls is one that is designed to reproduce, consolidate, and enforce gender and sexual
norms.

Engendering education

As proposed earlier, one’s education and schooling experience is on one hand
determined by one’s gender, however, on the other hand, the very system and experience
is designed to en-gender. Students are trained and conditioned to think, behave, and react
in certain gender-coded way, once they are categorized in a certain gender (Chen 2006,
Zhang 2000). Biological male and female are assigned social gender roles as boys and
girls, and the whole education system has a hidden curriculum that is working to modify
their behavior into conforming to normative masculine and feminine gender ideals (Kirk
& Oliver 2014), which shape how they understand and imagine gender and sex. In her
chapter “Female and education” which looks at the changes in education situation of
Hong Kong female in the past decades, Mak (2013) states that socialization and
acculturation are achieved by embedding gender roles and expectations into students’
daily routine, which would in the long run shapes their gender views, expectations,
academic and eventually career choices. Fok (2005) in “A Study of the Implementation
of Sex Education in Hong Kong Secondary Schools” and Kam (2012) in “Absence of girl
images: the gender construct in personal and social education in Hong Kong” looked at
the role gender plays in determining education experience in Hong Kong, and the
systematic exclusion of the young female subject from education. Hidden gender norms
in relation to sexuality, in particular compulsory heterosexuality, are still prevalent in
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education in Hong Kong. Ideologies embedded in curriculums without being spelled out
directly, or simply as “the hidden curriculum”, include everything other than the formal
curriculum, such as schooling principle, background and the religion or ethical
viewpoints of individual funding bodies, personnel structure, teacher-student interaction,
school rules, extra-curriculum activities, etc. (Mak 2013). Kwok (2003) noticed that
gender views and values are not solely constructed by direct explicit teachings and
disciplines, and are instead embedded as the hidden curriculum or agenda in different
aspects of the whole schooling experience. As the hidden curriculum encompasses all
aspects of the schooling experience, it is hence very powerful in communicating and
reproducing ideologies, and in our case, patriarchal and heterosexual gender and sexual
norms and ideals.

Containing sex in education

Foucault’s Heterotopia is a site for critical events in life that usually involves the
passage of one life stage to another, somewhere that is nowhere, for the potentially
dangerous, tabooed, or unclean event to take place, without contaminating the “home”.
Foucault quoted the example of the nineteenth-century boarding school and military
service for young men “as the first manifestations of sexual virility were in fact supposed
to take place ‘elsewhere’ than at home”, which echoes how my informants describe their
parents’ expectation of, and their own experience at the site of secondary school. Indeed,
apart from being an institution that prepares children to join society and labor market, the
school is most importantly a place where most of a person’s growing-up takes place,
especially in terms of sex education and personal development. We can understand the
function of Hong Kong schools as a site designated to contain adolescents in the volatile
phase of puberty, together with their sex, sexuality, and growth in general that are
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perceived as needing to be tamed. As a site away from home and the public, the school as
an institution is designed to isolate, contain, and control these uncontrollable outbursts of
forces and created as a space of order and discipline that can neatly manage and
desexualize the schoolgirls (Zhang 2000, 4-8). According to the informants, body
changes and sex are almost never discussed at home, and that it is not uncommon for
parents to outsource the duty of knowledge transfer (of any kind) to the school, however
little the school is actually teaching. The responsibility of sex education that the parents
have been avoiding at home is naturally assumed to be taken up by the school.

Growing desire and bewilderment as well as questions about interpersonal and
romantic relationships are all excluded from the realm of the family, yet the school
attempts to contain all these important questions in life by circumscribing sex-related
knowledge and information in the realm of education. In their conception, gender, sex,
and sexuality are confined to basic anatomical facts and social responsibility related to
family (relationship) building and reproduction. “Sex education” with all that is possible
and perhaps necessary to be included, are broken up and placed separately in biology and
in Moral, Civic and National Education, a subject that also includes civic responsibility,
personal growth, ethics, etc. Moral, Civic and National Education is not an official
subject, and its implementation is not compulsory, which means there is no official
curriculum for sex education other than a 7-page general guideline. The entire curriculum
usually takes the form of a series of informal lessons mainly comprised of discussion,
which according to the Hong Kong Education Bureau should focus on “values education,
including moral and ethical education, civic education, Basic Law education, human
rights education, national education, anti-drug education, life education, sex education,
education for sustainable development, etc. so as to provide students with an all-round
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learning experience conducive to their whole-person development” (Education Bureau
2016).

While sex-related information is easily accessible online nowadays, the sex
education guideline is completely out-of-date as it had only been revised 3 times in over
40 years, the last time being over 20 years ago, and is out of touch with the realities of the
students. In practice, according to the informants, sexuality is not addressed, and all sex is
assumed to be heterosexual. At Coo’s school, which is also a girls’ missionary school,
she recounts her first sex education seminar:
“A social worker came to give the talk, maybe because no teacher wants to do it,
and she was pretty unnatural giving the talk. Basically it was about heterosexual
sex. She demonstrated contraception with a banana, and it broke into half.”
The tomboyish Billie, among others who attended schools not run by religious bodies
[Note 1], describes the sex education sessions at the co-education school she attended as:
“Those talks are not really regular or organized, part of them are about the
responsibilities of a citizen, that you should not break the law, like stealing, and
how you should only have sex with someone you love… They did teach us how
to use contraceptives, but that part was really short, like one lesson only.”
For informants who went to schools run by religious groups (who are prominent
educators in Hong Kong), some reported that the speaker didn’t even open the package to
show them what a real condom looks like, as Sussie who had bisexual experience
exclaimed:
“Not even the silver package! They didn’t show us anything at all. I didn’t know
what a condom looks like until I actually have to use it, and of course, I didn’t
even know how it’s supposed to work. Just imagine, how dangerous is that?”

Including sex and sexuality in a curriculum that deals with civil responsibility like
voting and government structure, can in a way be understood as subsuming the realm of
the personal and intimate to the population control mechanism of the state. In this sense,
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the school is also a “heterotopia of compensation” (Foucault 1984, 8). By containing sex
and desire within the realm of reproduction and science, or civil responsibility and
citizenship, and growth within the perimeter of the campus, the school offers “a space
that is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is
messy, ill constructed, and jumbled” (8).

Another important site of sex education is the science class, where human sexuality
is reduced to its reproductive function, sexuality to biological sexual impulse, and sex is
limited to the realm of family, marriage, and reproduction, providing “little opportunity
for young women to talk about their evolving sexuality, female sexual agency and but
sexual interests are effectively pushed into an unspeakable domain” (Ho & Tsang 2002).
Fiona recounts the sex education at her all-girls missionary school:
“I don’t think they’ve ever talked about contraception, because when included in
the moral education curriculum, they would think those belong to the science
class. The biology teacher wasn’t avoiding it, but it was put in a really scientific
and detached way. Like: when the man gets excited, blood would be plumped to
his reproductive organ and it would erect. Really step by step, nothing sexy or
sexual, just describing a physical reaction. They spent only one class on
reproduction, but they might have spent like four classes on photosynthesis, you
know what I mean?”
When “medical scientific” discourses that claim objectivity and authority are mobilized
to supposedly tell you the “truth” about sex and sexuality, rather than demystification and
empowerment through knowledge which follow efforts such as those of local sex
education and empowerment initiatives such as Sticky Rice Love and Sally Coco [Note
2], they are in fact cautionary tales about gender in disguise, as will be further elaborated
in the following section.

Sex education as gender education
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While gender and sexuality is under strict control and surveillance in all aspects of the
schooling experience, sex is rarely addressed in the formal curriculum. However, in the
limited exposure to sex in sex education in school, just as the telling silence surrounding
sexuality at home, the informants learned “important” lessons about their gender and sex
nonetheless. Sex education in schools is at best basic biology class with a heterosexual
and patriarchal agenda of controlling female sex and body, as illustrated earlier, and at
worst a traumatic experience that makes a negative impact on how the students establish
and view their gender, body, and sexuality in their formative years. Jin, who attended a
co-education primary school, and later single-sex secondary school, recalls:
“I think it was primary 5 or 6, it was about the time girls were expected to start
to menstruate, and there was one talk for all the girls in the hall. Boys and girls
were divided and went to separate sessions. I didn’t know what they talked about
in the boy’s class, and the boys obviously didn’t know what they told us. The
teachers reminded us not to tell the boys what we heard.”
Sex education in schools, just like their formal curriculum, is always gendered, often
including measures like segregating boys and girls during sex education lessons, which
not only makes the students ignorant about the sex of the opposite gender, but also instills
the perception of one’s sex as something that is shameful and inappropriate for the public
sphere.

Jin describes a common experience among young girls who attended co-education
school and learned about their gender as a shameful difference:
“For the girls, the talk was about menstruation, and when you get separated into
two groups, the secrecy gives you the feeling that it’s something you should
keep away from the boys, something you should hide. I think some sanitary
napkin company sponsored the talk, as the teachers handed out some napkins to
us afterwards. I remember them reminding us to hide it or put it away before we
leave the hall, and I felt like it was something not supposed to seen or talked
about in the public, especially in front of the boys. It is as if menstruation is
something bad, something shameful, and boys would start to make jokes about
girls on their period, like laughing at them if they have blood on their dress, as if
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they have shit on their dress or something. They laugh at you as if they have
something on you, they have the power to point their fingers at you and you
cannot complain. But period is supposed to be something natural – every girl
menstruates – I still didn’t understand why the teachers asked us to hide the
napkins away.”
This measure presumes that there is something the opposite sex should not know or see,
and it reinforces, both publicly and within the girls, gender and sexual roles, in terms of
types of knowledge one should know, and the impression about menstruation (and by
extension, the female body and sexuality) as shameful and socially unacceptable, not to
be displayed or discussed in public.

Not only is sex education in school centered on heterosexual marriage and family
planning, with little else taught apart from basic biological naming of “reproductive”
organs, barely minimal contraceptive knowledge, but more importantly, sex and sexuality
have been discursively constructed through rhetoric of discouragement and threats about
the destructive power of sex and pregnancy – directed to girls alone. Sex is presented as
dangerous and life-destroying, and young people should remain innocent (ignorant) and
un-sexual, without addressing the need or desire of young people, especially that of girls.

According to Kim (2013), the teenage transition stage is portrayed in a negative light,
whereby young people are described as people who are prone to make mistakes instead of
decisions, and puberty is something they should get over with as soon as possible. This
representation of young people is effectively depriving them of any potential of sexual
agency, especially for young women. Females are depicted as passive beings who are
ignorant as to what is best for themselves, too weak to refuse, easy to destroy, and can
only be victims of sex (both through men and of themselves) (Zhang 2000, 4-9). As sex
education denies young girls of agency over their bodies, it is rather self-contradictory
that they are, at the same time, expected to “guard their chastity”. Abortion is always
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presented as a punishment for weak and promiscuous young females, putting the blame
and responsibility on the girl, while for young men, the teachings are more often about
STDs than pregnancy. The experience of sex education remained traumatic for many, as
recalled by Billie, who usually presents herself as being quite tough:
“I still remember the clip they showed us about abortion, how can you watch it?
The one where they stick something to your womb and blend the baby like a
blender and a pool of bloody water flows out afterwards? And you watched it on
the huge screen in the hall! I did not want to touch it (my vagina) for a long
period of time, I was completely petrified and couldn’t sleep for days. I thought,
sex and pregnancy and baby and all that are simply scary and dangerous, and the
female body is a site of disaster and suffering.”
Indeed, the whole sex education for girls has been about the avoidance of it, even if it is
heterosexuality, both in the sense that sex has been demonize in sex education, and that
teachers and schools are reluctant to implement the curriculum in an attempt to
desexualize the schoolgirls, as part of their effort of disciplining their gender (Fok 2005,
Hu 2006).

Sex education is embedded in the overall effort of gender education: girls, who are
portrayed to be sexually vulnerable, weak, and submissive, and are discouraged to take a
proactive part in the public and private sphere, are taught to think exactly that about their
gender and sexuality. I would use an example of recent intervening attempt of existing
gender and sex education, The Women’s Foundation’s educational documentary She
Objects (2016), to illustrate how gender education and sex education are mutually
constitutive, and in many cases, jointly stigmatizing and disempowering. The hour-long
documentary claims to be the first installation of a larger project that aims at promoting
awareness of the sexualization and objectification of women in media, and its negative
impact of personal development and real lives of girls and women in Hong Kong. [Note 2]
The film, according to TWF, will be a key part of an upcoming sex education and
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media-literacy program designed to be introduced to local secondary (or maybe even
primary) schools. In the narrative constructed in the film, young people’s sexuality is
generally portrayed as dangerous; young men are lustful, perverted, and criminal; young
women are ignorant, impressionable, passive, without agency to choose or desire and the
ability to mentally process media images or to realize what is good for themselves.
Young girls’ sexuality are portrayed as dangerous and harm-inducing, as the film cites
carefully chosen cases of young women who are improperly curious about sex and ended
up being sexually exploited (as victims of sexual violence or prostitutes).

What is the take-home message for young girls of these cautionary tales of the “fallen
girl” who engages in compensated dating “for material return, attention, and vanity” and
ends up getting abortion and the sexually adventurous girls getting raped, if not that they
should be non-sexual, or that they have no autonomy over body and sexuality? This is
equally grave as a lesson on sexuality as on female gender, implicitly suggesting that girls
cannot and should not be curious about sex, since the exploration is dangerous, and they
simply lack the agency or ability to judge and choose. I was surprised to find out that this
advocacy project which is meant for education and empowerment ironically follows the
same disempowering discourses on female agency, sexuality, sex, and teenage sexuality
as the outdated and biased sex education they intend to replace, being so blind to the lack
in sexual education that would otherwise help them learn more about sex and their own
desires in a safer way, to empower girls to protect themselves.

At the end of the day, the failure of this project testifies to how girls, on multiple
fronts, continued to be discursively constructed as being passive, weak, ignorant, who
need to be protected from the world and from themselves. Victim-blaming continues, and
positive female sexuality is still never an option. Whether in the name of sexualization or
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“protection”, girls are denied their subjectivity and agency, and are disempowered and
rendered as passive objects all the same.

In the following section, I would turn from mental constraints, to more physical
conditionings of lesbian learning at the site of school, in terms of the organization of
space and power structure.

The school as a site of lesbian learning

When trying to locate lesbian(ism) within the context of the school, I have been
confronted with the questions: what is the exact content of this lesbian identity that
schoolgirls picked up and appropriated for themselves? What is their version of lesbian
identity if it is not this one that has been so often written about? And where does it come
from? Instead of trying to pin down and exhaust the content of the different possible
configurations of lesbian identity, what should be done might be to try to understand
some observable features that differentiate these particular formulations and their
characteristics, by looking into the settings and circumstances that give rise to them, to
see how lesbian learning rolls out and shapes itself while taking into account its
environmental and structural constraints, and to see what needs it is catering to. In
literatures on homosexual identity formation, lesbian identity formation has been
identified in many studies (Kam 2005, 2014; Tang 2011, Martin 2010; Cheng 1997) as
closely or even primarily associated with lesbian communities, commonly enacted and
contained physically within lesbian-exclusive spaces such as lesbian groups (advocacy or
movement related) or lesbian bars and clubs, and studies on formulations of lesbian
identity had been largely based on the one formed in such a spatial and cultural context.
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It is important that we understand how the above-mentioned spaces are different
from the space of school, and that we would know how these differences would inform
and condition lesbian identification and practice that take place in these respective sites in
very specific ways. Of course, this overlapping of space and rules is not specific to the
site of the school, as other studies on urban LGBT lives have shown that there is always a
negotiation of expression and appropriation of space in an urban setting. But the school is
particular in terms of its structural enclosure and its significance as a major site of
personal and social development that involves prolonged and continuous immersion. So
how will lesbian identity be configured if the school is the major site where lesbian
learning took place for these people? How did they learn, and what did they learn about
lesbians through accessing the “lesbian ecology” and structure of the figurative lesbian
world that is played out within the school? How can we understand some features of their
lesbianism through understanding the different kinds of learning that operates within the
setting of the school? As they acquire the lesbian identity and perform it in the school
environment as well as the “lesbian space” that is embedded within its structure, how do
they situate their lesbian identity within the larger social setting, learning the social
meanings, implications, limitations, and stigmas entailing the lesbian identity, and the
rules of negotiation and survival?

Isolation and lineage

It is observed that when compared to the informants in my pilot interviews who are
very much engaged in LGBT organizations and awareness-raising groups, especially who
are also involved in feminist movements and have better connections to the local
(English-speaking) LGBT community, the informants for this study seem to “lack” a
140

sense of “history” in their identity. When trying to place them within known lesbian
history, networks, or identity markers, what I found is that they seem to exist in a vacuum:
The local LGBT movements I have read about was never even heard of by the informants,
that the name Stonewall would ring a bell more than 1/10 Club, that they know Edward
Lam Yik-wa only as the playwright who wrote the adaptation of “Dream of the Red
Chambers” for Denise Ho but not the person who first used the term Tongzhi (同志,
comrade) as a synonym for Homosexuals or LGBT people in Chinese; and there are more
informants who never visit the iconic lesbian bars than those who frequent it. When
lesbian identity is often configured as a communal identity, most of the informants never
consider themselves to be connected to “lesbian community” in any way, either because
their friends are not lesbian, or being a lesbian is not a common feature they share as the
basis of their friendship, or even because they think their identity as a lesbian is not
something they would prioritize in forming social bonding or establishing interpersonal
connections. It may weigh less than their hobbies, or even their zodiac sign. They rarely
display knowledge or mention ties to historical events, important venues, publications,
organizations, or people I have read in other local lesbian and queer studies. Apart from
the seeming ahistoricity of their identification and the lack of lineage and connection,
there too seems to be no sense of identification or connection with any “local lesbian
community”. Only a few of them belong to LGBT organizations or joined any LGBT
groups, so for all the movements that had happened and the so-called “local LGBT
history” hardly means anything to them at all. They did not talk about lineage, origin, or
memory, which struck me as if their lesbianism came from nowhere, and their identities
being almost rootless and ahistorical. How much do they share the alleged comradeship?
Is it possible that while historicity, lineage, and connective networks to the local LGBT
community and history might be the defining features of a certain more recognized
configuration of lesbian identity borne out of the specific context of tightly-knitted
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lesbian-exclusive spaces and communities, it is but one of the many possible
configurations of lesbian identity?

Is the ahistoricity and disconnectedness also telling us something important about
how my informants be(come) lesbians?

The school is a space of isolation and control (Zhang 2000, 4-9). I argue that this
isolation contributed to the ahistoricity and disconnectedness among the informants.
Instead of being connected to a larger network like most LGBT locales are, with people
flowing from one space into another, students in different schools are hardly connected
with each other most of the time, other than in an informal way such as meeting by
chance at the study room in a nearby library or basketball court. There was only one
mentioning by Bao about schools within an area circulating rumors about a group of
troublesome TBs, and her school was located at an area where new schools were
concentrated in, as part of Hong Kong’s new town-planning strategy. In newly developed
districts, it is common that half a dozen of schools are grouped together within a “school
area”, which indirectly fosters connections, but schools built for more than 20 years tend
to be more scattered, with only 1 to 2 schools in the neighborhood. This is especially true
in the case of the more prestigious (and older) schools that often run by religious bodies.
These schools do not only maintain gender segregation policy, physically and
geographically they are often also isolated, as their campus are usually more spacious,
which means that the areas surrounding the school buildings are also owned by the school,
creating a buffer, or natural barrier, between the students and the outside world.

According the informants, their schools are not actively engaged in inter-school
exchange apart from competitive sports events, as academic performance is often the
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school’s priority. Schools and the lesbian space within them exist as isolated individual
site not belonging to a larger connective network of LGBT community; each school
develops a separate lesbian ecology working on its own (or even multiple ecologies
within a school), with little exchange and connection between them, accounting for a
huge variety of configurations and practices. For example, while in Coo’s school TBs are
considered the stars and center of attention, and are encouraged to be aggressive, in
Carmen’s school, TBs are configured as humble and submissive, and are at the command
of TBGs.

However, even within a school, lineage and connections are also rare as there are
limited time and opportunities in the structuring of class and breaks, and the spatial
arrangement of classrooms, for students of different classes and forms to connect. Each
class and form has its own circle. And as students move to a higher grade and graduate
each year, entrance and departure from a site and its community are not an act of will but
predetermined by the system. Queenie and Carmen, who came from the same school but
different years, even though they do not know each other, share several names of
in-school “celebrities” (mostly popular and handsome TBs) while their paths never
crossed; for Coo and Jin, who are also from girls’ schools, there are “legends” and
“rumors” about suicidal lovers. Yet again, we can see that there is no deeper connection
with the local LGBT history or movements, or any exposure to feminist or queer theories,
lacking all the markers of popular narrative about lesbian identity formation. The bonding
and lineage that is fostered is often just a sense of belonging to the collective identity of
the school, rather than a more concrete sense of a lesbian community or history.

Even though schools are credited as important sites of direct lesbian learning,
LGBT-related information and knowledge circulated in this environment are ultimately
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limited as they are closed systems where information does not flow freely. LGBT equal
rights movement has never gain popular recognition or support in Hong Kong until the
recent years, even though visibility has risen since late 1980s (Kam 2008); few news
stories were circulated on local media, and when the informants attended secondary
school, there was no information available on what had or had not happened in Hong
Kong or anywhere else, nor are the names of activist groups and LGBT organizations
well-known outside of its limited operating circle. Jin, who went to a girls’ school, was
the only one who mentioned getting to know lesbianism through feminist theories in
secondary school, and it was by accident. She recalls how she happened to stumble upon
the materials, and how the school attempted to control her access:
“The private tutor of mine who was studying gender studies introduced the
books to me, before, I knew nothing about it, it’s not something they would
teach you in school. I was completely captivated and wanted to read whatever I
can get hold of. I think I was the first person who brought these ideas and
books into my school. There were books in the school library on these topics.
The teachers found out and said I should not be reading about those books, and
that they would confiscate the books and I would be punished. I was threatened
a few times, of course I did not stop reading them. I wrapped the cover with
something else, and even circulated the books among friends.”
As such knowledge or information is unwelcomed by the school authority, initiation of
this nature is rare amongst teenage lesbians in Hong Kong; instead, a set of more
ready-made identity tool is circulated and mobilized to suit the need of establishing and
operating the lesbian identity in schools.

Boundaries, and the absence of them

As discussed above, the school as a lesbian learning site bears little resemblance to a
gay bar, a lesbian club, or a LGBT organization, in terms of how the space operates, who
can be found there, and how people in the space organize their behavior and relationship.
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Even though schools are an isolated and closed system, the boundaries to the lesbian
space within the school are not distinctly marked, unlike more prominent LGBT sites, as
the latter are often enacted within a specific enclosed or confined physical space, making
it a site that exists quite “purely” and “independently” in isolation from the rules of
“wider society”.

As Denise Tang describes in her study on lesbian spaces in Hong Kong (2011), these
lesbian-friendly/only spaces, be it bars or cafes or clubs, serve as a safe haven cut off
from “the world outside” where dwellers can enter knowing that those who you are
sharing the space with are “people like yourself”. These spaces offer at least a perceived
homogeneity of the people within the site – one enters and inhibits the space anticipating
a temporary break from a world one find alienated in, which in another words, one
anticipates from the site some degree of sameness – that member of the community
would accept you as the same as them, and you would identify them as the same as you.
For them, the lesbian-only space is not merely a space that “literally defines boundary on
the ground” (Barth 1969, 17), but a site governed by its specific set of rules that regulates
expressions and behaviors as well as the possible ways by which people relate to each
other, which, on top of its spatiality that offers a buffer and break from the outside world,
“abstractly set limits that mark social group off from each other” (Barth 1969, 17).
Informants in Tang (2011) also stressed the benefits of being in a lesbian-only space,
which enables them “to be themselves”, to behave and act freely with less constraints as
everyone who enters the space has consensus about a shared code of behavior, so that
they would not have to worry about being judged or meeting strange stares. Although the
space is temporary, and that worldly orders and identities would resume once they step
outside of the door, it is nonetheless valued for its isolation and exclusiveness, both
physically and mentally, where the rules of the outside world are temporarily suspended,
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and a set of shared alternative rules steps in, which, in Barth’s words, “provide a template
for that which separate distinct categories of the mind” (1969, 17).

Instead of being an enclosed space that has a concrete boundary hence offer distinct
separation from the physical space and the mental suspension of the order of the
day-to-day world, the “lesbian space” in school is embedded within the larger institution
of the school, with their boundaries not easily recognizable and their maintenance
slippery. In the site of school, what marks the end of one world and the beginning of the
other, or rather, what if there is no boundary between the two? We can imagine the
school as “poly-ethnic” site in Barth’s sense of the word, but with a twist, as it is not
coexistence or systematic structuring of interaction. School is a “poly-ethnic” site with a
set of dominant ideologies and rules, and the lesbian space and rules, however loud,
lively, and vibrant, are inevitably embedded, subsumed, and overseen by the authority of
the school, and the predominant heteronormativity of the majority of teacher and student
population. There are no geographically separated territories for each of them to occupy.
There is no buffer zone or interim space that separates the two worlds.

Regarding ethnic boundaries and culture, Barth criticizes the naïve assumption in
social anthropology that they are maintained “through a bellicose ignorance of its
neighbours” or that “geographical and social isolation have been the critical factors in
sustaining cultural diversity”, and proposes that “boundaries persist despite a flow of
personnel across them […] categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on an absence of
mobility, contact and information, but do entail social processes of exclusion and
incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained despite changing participation
and membership in the course of individual life histories. […] Interaction in such a social
system does not lead to its liquidation through change and acculturation; cultural
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differences can persist despite inter-ethnic contact and interdependence.” (1969, 9-10)
But in an environment where “inter-ethnic” or “inter-cultural” interactions are
compulsory and frequent, as in the case of how “lesbian world” exists within the space of
the school, how do the informants adjust and juggle between different sets of rules, to
establish, practice, and maintain their identity?

Space within space, world within world

Even though, as pointed out earlier, lesbian learning takes a new and more affirming
form in the school environment, in the sense that the void left by denial in the family is
met with active appropriation in the collective, the seeming peaceful coexistence between
lesbian(ism) and the authority is less than utopic. The school as a site of lesbian learning
is one where often conflicting teachings are juxtaposed and compete with one another.
On one hand, in its official curriculum, the education in school continues the abstinent
and demonizing attitude regarding sex and the conservatism on gender that is prevalent at
home (and society at large); yet on the other hand, embedded in its curriculum and daily
operation are layers of hidden rules and teachings. These, together with the dynamics of
peer schooling experience, offer an alternative “unofficial” teaching about lesbian(ism),
which are combined to create a unique set of problematics as well as learning for these
girls: How is lesbian identity configured, and how are these configurations perceived?
What are the conditions that affect or enable lesbian(ism) to be formulated in these
particular ways? How do we situate this configuration of lesbian(ism) within the context
of the informants’ being school girls? And above all, what needs are these circulating
discourses catering to, why are they picked up and circulated, and what are they enabling,
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for the schools and for the girls? I would first look at how the space for lesbian learning
and practice is situated within the spatiality of the school.

Politics of identity

Barth’s observation is particularly helpful when we follow the argument proposed
earlier about school being not the usual isolated lesbian communal space that serves as
the primary site for learning, establishing, and living the lesbian identity. Within the
community space, being a lesbian is the identity being foregrounded, one exists in the
space first and foremost as a lesbian, but at school, there are other roles to play and fulfill
than simply being a lesbian. This co-existence and inclusion into the institutional space
and order of the school means the rules of two worlds constantly overlap, with conflicting
values and drastically different rules, yet one is embedded in the other, which neatly fits
into how Foucault describes heterotopia as somewhere that juxtaposes “in a single real
place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible” (1984).

Schools are in themselves isolated individual sites unconnected to larger networks or
LGBT community, but this does not mean that the lesbian space within it exists in
isolation. The lesbian space of the school is still embedded in the larger schooling
environment, which means that even if you consider yourself to be within the “lesbian
space”, you are within two overlapping spaces at once, namely, that of the lesbian world,
and the school institution, with the former embedded in the latter. Naturally, this is an
environment that makes one keenly aware of the constant surveillance and eventual
prevalence of the rule of the school institution, which might or might not be hostile, as
one is learning to be and simultaneously trying to perform the identity of a lesbian.
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Rather than existing only as a lesbian, there is a constant shifting and overlapping of
identities, surveillance, and value judgments as to whether or not you have performed
your roles and identities, requiring one to navigate between multiple sets of expectations
and duties: A certain configuration of femininity of the explicitly (homo)sexual students,
while being celebrated on one hand within the lesbian space, is on the other hand,
persecuted and punished by the school authority and boycotted by other students. In
Barth’s words – “ethnic groups can make stable and symbiotic adaptations to each other”
so that “other ethnic groups in the region become a part of the natural environment”
(Barth 1969, 19) – for the school authority, as they occupy the hegemonic position in the
school power structure, this adaptation to the lesbian space and order is not a necessity;
but for the lesbians, the school authority is the natural environment in which they exist,
and thus navigating within the boundaries of its rules is their primary mission in order to
survive schooling. While the rules of the school authority loom over, allowing certain
degree of freedom, yet they constantly threaten to resume order if “things get out of
hand”. The lesbian world and order constantly test the limit and pose challenge to the
authority without aiming to topple it; rather, they seek to safeguard and secure their own
position, in which they quite contently occupy and dwell.

In a way, we can understand this dynamic through Jacques Rancière’s formulation of
“para-politics”, which Zizek captures as “the attempt to depoliticize politics (to translate
it into the police-logic)”, asserting that things should remain at their place and individual
should do their job, and “accept the political conflict, but reformulates it into a
competition, within the representational space, between acknowledged parties/agents, for
the (temporary) occupation of the place of executive power” (Rancière 2004, 71). The
lesbian space can triumph and exist only at fleeting instances allowed partly by the
system’s deliberate negligence, before the school authority decides to resume their
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control, which create the need for lesbian identity configured in this context to adopt and
be able to work in between.

The metaphor of the stage within a theatre could probably help illustrate the way
lesbian spaces exist and operate within the school structure. While on the stage there is
one set of rules governing the relations and possibilities of things in the world within the
play, the staged play nonetheless is played out on a stage that exist inside a theatre, and
for the performers on stage, they are aware that the world played out on stage is
nonetheless embedded and governed by the rules of the world off-stage, with a house full
of audience. The world enacted on stage might be one in which people can fly, the
physical stage itself is, however, still governed by the law of gravity.

Lucetta Kam (2005) likens lesbian bars to a “stage”, where the lesbian identity and
“secondary lesbian genders” are routinely and consciously rehearsed and performed, and
a theatre where each participant occupies concurrently the position of performer,
spectator, and judge. In contrast, I would like to suggest that the enclosed lesbian-only
space of clubs and bars are in many ways, not so much a “stage”, but a “playground”
where a set of rules is understood and shared, and everyone is a player, playing by it,
occupying concurrently the position of performer, spectator, and judge. Or, as Barth
(1969) puts it, the “identification of another person as a fellow member of an ethnic
group implies a sharing of criteria for evaluation and judgment, and “thus entails the
assumption that the two are fundamentally ‘playing the same game’.” (15)

Very different from more popular understanding of lesbian identification,
identification as enacted within the school is not rooted in collective history, experience,
or knowledge, or in queer thoughts and equal rights activism; there was no discussion or
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reflection on queer identity or ideologies because it was not what is needed to adapt and
survive in this environment. What is available in the setting of the school is what can be
understood as a ready-made lesbian identity that emphasizes practicality, like a baby
horse having to be able to stand and run as soon as they are born. They are aware from
the very beginning of the embeddedness and submersion of the lesbian world within the
“social reality”, and that learning to be a lesbian is to learn how to situate their lesbian
identity within the “real world”.

Education and counter-education

While formal education in Hong Kong schools holds a generally negative view on
lesbian(ism) – if they would ever go beyond the "don't ask, don't tell" policy and address
lesbian(ism) thus acknowledging its existence – the school authority, even by their
silence on the topic, nonetheless plays an important part in shaping the way one
configures lesbianism through the daily operation of school life, in terms of its
implications and social acceptance. What being a lesbian means would inevitably vary in
different contexts. Where in one school in which it is tolerated by the authority it would
be a more neutralized identity, in a school where it is violently suppressed it would be
taken as a manifestation of rebelliousness. Furthermore, this figurative lesbian space that
exists in schools, or the lesbian identity that entails the schoolgirl identity, can be
understood as a circumscribed one, a continuation of the learning at home, which teaches
the informants not only about the spatiality but now also the temporality of the lesbian
identity. While the information and knowledge circulated among the student population
establish being a lesbian as a possible option, the dynamics of schooling would
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complicate and further this learning to one that includes its stigma and rules of
negotiation.

Appropriation and empowerment

Coo recounted how her affection and desire for girls were translated and formalized
into the notion of lesbianism when entering secondary school:
“I have always liked girls, even since I was in primary school, I didn’t think it’s
a special or that it’s a problem or anything. I was not confused or troubled. I like
girls and I knew it. That was it, natural and normal. It was really until when I
entered into secondary school where people around me started gossiping and
discussing about girls being together as a thing, then I realize for the first time:
so liking girl is something, and this is called ‘lesbianism’, so girls who like girls
are called ‘lesbians’! Then I assumed: I like girls, so I am a lesbian as well.”
Fiona also had similar experiences, emphasizing how the open existence of the lesbians at
school served as initiation, and observing their interaction and organization a major
learning experience:
“The sight of lesbian couples was really common scene, and you would know
that: oh so girls who like girls can exist this way, so this is lesbian, and this is
how lesbian couples work… you watch and you learn.”
For the informants, the experience is one that connects, gives meaning to, and formalizes
the previously unnamed and unrelated elements: lesbians-to-be learn about what certain
character traits, features, and desire (can) mean, who they are, what they should do, and
how they should desire. Being able to observe how lesbianism is played out and accepted
in the “public” domain of the school, where they have also learned the social meaning
and level of acceptance of this identity, which in their cases passes as a viable option, as
something welcomed.
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For some, the newfound knowledge of lesbian(ism) in a way acts as a “solution” or
“explanation” to their accumulated discontent and confusion related to gender and
sexuality by equating and summarizing certain sentiments and inclinations to sexuality
and sexual identity. The knowledge formalizes a representational personal identity, as in
the case of Bao:
“When you look a certain way, for example with short hair, slowly there would
be people asking: is she a TB? But the boys would just call me a TB. I’d say: so
what is the problem? I thought: boys would criticize you no matter what, you
can never be okay – you are either too curvy or skinny, so why should I care?
When they call me a TB, I would ask them: so what does a TB mean? They say
TB is someone who dresses like a boy wanting to be man. I didn’t like the way
they put it, but girls, they didn’t seem to dislike us or react in any particularly
negative way. They usually think that we are cool, and we would do things
normal boys wouldn’t.”

On the surface, in the all-female world of lesbianism, gender and gender relations
are configured differently, as one might deduce from the example of the temporary
suspension of gender labor division in girls’ schools, reported by those who received
single-sec education. But in reality, being in the lesbian world does not mean complete
liberty from stereotypical configuration of masculinity and femininity, as the case of Bao
illustrated: “When you look a certain way, people would start categorizing you in a
certain way”, the more masculine Hun also reports:
“One reason for me to be so focused on literature and didn’t take part in any
sports was that my father was working at the school I attended, and he
deliberately discouraged me from taking part in sports because he didn't want me
to become too masculine. I am not sure where he got the idea from, but maybe
he thought I would get into trouble. So in a way I was not deliberately inventing
a new type of TB, but it’s just the way I was kept from becoming sporty and I
happened to become popular somehow.”
Her father, who happens to be the headmaster of the secondary school she was studying
at, was trying to ensure that she would live up to the image of a good student, which in
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his definition means a feminine student who is not too sporty thus masculine, and
definitely not homosexual.

We can read the appropriation in two ways: firstly, Bao appropriated the lesbian
label to her own end, and used it to understand and develop certain traits and preference
of hers. Bao was identified as a lesbian, but was able to actively appropriate the identity
thrust upon her, trying to create a space for herself beyond the constraint of gender binary
and gender stereotypes:
“Since I didn’t consider myself a girl, I thought, alright, if you think that I’m a
TB, so I’m a TB then. It’s not such a bad thing being a TB, it is as if you are
another species: You are not seen as a girl, but girls would think that you are not
like normal boys either, better, somehow.”
In a way, her interpretation of the “benefit” of registering to the secondary lesbian gender
is that it offers an escape from binary gender and its stereotypes. For Bao and other
tomboyish informants, it is almost always viewed at something liberating. However, we
can also read it as testifying to the inescapability of sexual norms and gender stereotypes.

While sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression, are aspects of a
person which might or might not go hand in hand with one another, and do not always
subsume neatly under an identity, Bao is appropriated by members of the lesbian circle
into the lesbian community as a fellow member, through marking certain traits of Bao
(her boyish haircut and participation in sports) as defining features of her potential
lesbian identity. Bao’s account, contrasting with that of Coo and Jin above which
involved more active learning and identification, shows the other meaning of
identification: to be defined as or identified with a name or a social category, in short,
Bao was identified as a lesbian, having the public recognition through the mobilization of
existing gender and identity labels imposed on her. As Lucetta Kam (2008) points out, in
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the local context, the lack of “citational paradigms” for differently gendered female leads
to their “repeatedly appropriated by other members of society into positions formulated
through the dominant heterosexual discourse” (114) such as being perceived as “wanting
to be men”, or are rendered recognizable only readily available subcultural gender
identity labels as TBs which invariably equate gender expression to sexual orientation,
which in some cases might not be valid. Sadly, their social existence is made possible and
visible only through referencing to popular stereotypical gender and sexual identity
categories, so that however they are trying to break away, they are inevitably limited by
what is thinkable in gender and sexual terms, falling back to existing definitions of what
is possible and perceivable, often reducing them to “a monolithic group with no
individual differences” and fails to “account for all the genders that actually exist” (Kam
2008, 114).

Subversion, negotiation, and rules of survival

As mentioned in earlier sections, both Ka-man Tong (2001) and Fiona’s account
point out that TBs and lesbian couples are often labeled as “problematic” students, often
associated with bad academic results or troubled households, and would usually be
picked on by school authority, making clear the embeddedness of the lesbian world
within that of the school, the discrepancy between the value systems of the two worlds,
and the power the school has to oversee the operation of the lesbian order. Jin recalls how
in her school alleged lesbian couples would be publicly persecuted, shamed, and
punished in morning assembly:
“It was like a public trial, teacher would go on stage to announce ‘something
serious’ and it would be about some ‘alleged relationship’ which they consider
appalling and unacceptable. Then they would call names and have the girls come
up on stage to be questioned, or even force the students to give information on
them and make them confess. It was really scary, and they girls cried like hell. I
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never understand why they have to do that to them, the girls did nothing wrong
to deserve it. I won’t be surprised if they would commit suicide, because it was
totally humiliating and devastating. It's one thing calling their parents or send
them to see the counselor, but in public, can you imagine?”
The larger order is always hovering in the background, waiting to step in to disrupt the
operation of the lesbian space. In this case, by bringing it into the open, thus pulling it out
of the space organized and protected by its own rules, subsuming it under a different set
of values and judgments, and revert their meanings: what was consider normal and
favorable is redefined as disgusting and wrong. The illusive existence of the lesbian space
is solidified in order to be destroyed, and its blurry boundary erased by an act of complete
overpowering.

Yet Bao and Carmen learned that there is a way of navigating and negotiating the
identity within the system, in order to be able to continue to be the way they desire, as
they understand that “identities can compensate for each other”. Bao noticed how
teachers could “tolerate or even accept the masculinity (of the TBs) because they are
engaged in sports”. Carmen employed similar tactics, using her participation in the drama
society and her roles as the sound and light technician to justify her wearing more
“boyish” clothes. Bao noted how she was treated differently by the teachers than her
other TB friends:
“Since my grades are better, so they want me to enter the system, but actually I
am the most rebellious and troublesome one in the group. But they didn’t care,
they even made me a prefect, but they picked on my friends who are not so good
at their studies, which is totally unfair.”
As from the lesson of home, Bao learns that there is a priority of identities and duties. By
fulfilling certain expectations and meeting certain standards in other areas that is
important to your primary identity (in the eyes of the authority), Bao has more social and
cultural capital than her TB friends, and freedom can somehow be “earned”, which is an
experience Carmen also share: “Our class was the most naughty one in the whole school,
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but the teachers were so lenient on us, of course, because we were the brightest class, so
they just let us be.” Bao concluded that it is a lesson about power and capital: “playing by
the rules and winning the game can grant you relief from certain duties and constraints”.
As Denise Tang (2011) noted, in Hong Kong Chinese families, if a lesbian is financially
affluent enough to support her family, this can somehow “make up for their mistake” and
“protect” them from being scrutinized for being a lesbian, because they have fulfilled
their duties as a filial daughter, which can compensate for their failing to perform the role
of a perfect (heterosexual) woman. From this, we can see how this mechanism of
negotiation and compensation is conditioning the possibility and expression of their
identity, which can also be read as a space for the manifestation of the agency and
creativity of the lesbian subjects. By learning the strategies, it makes it feasible to cope
with being a lesbian.

The unexpected “use” of tomboyism and lesbianism

As Bao has stated in the opening quote of the chapter, “boys would criticize how you
look no matter what”, and her assuming a more masculine style and mannerism is a way
to upset their attempt, or to render them irrelevant. Indeed, as Kam (2008, 109) pointed
out, “being defined as the physically weaker and sexually vulnerable sex in a
male-dominant society”, desexualization and defeminization are commonly conceived to
be effective strategies to protect themselves against gender discrimination and male
sexual attention. It is particularly interesting that the school’s general anti-sex attitude, as
Fiona’s earlier account had shown, does not only discourage homosexuality, but also
heterosexuality. Tomboyism is not only actively taken up by some schoolgirls as an
alternative gender self-expression, or as a measure to fend off unwanted attention, but is
also tolerated, if not only accepted or even encouraged by parents and teachers in teenage
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girls, as girls possessing masculine qualities are considered as better able to take care of
and protect themselves. Further, their carefree mannerism and sportiness are considered
healthy for teenage girls, stirring up less concern than schoolgirls who are enthusiastic
about more conventionally feminine hobbies such as cosmetics. Tomboyish informants
often report enjoying a great degree of freedom to engage in extracurricular activities and
after-class hangouts with friends, compared with more feminine informants. This is
because their tomboyish mannerism and appearance are read as signs of asexuality, that
they are yet to be initiated or uninterested in pursuing heterosexual relationship, and that
they will stay out of trouble as they would not attract (hetero)sexual attention, which help
to ease the adults’ anxiety about the budding sexuality and the simultaneous sexual
vulnerability of teenage girls.

There is an attempt to contain the sexuality of the girls within a space where things
could not go too wrong to ensure that the girls do not engage in “unwanted” (by the
parents and school authority) heterosexual relationships prematurely: if girls inevitably
would desire, it is better to keep it between girls and as asexual as possible. As Megan
Sinnott (2008) describes: “Perceived heterosexual promiscuous behavior and pregnancies
outside of sanctioned relationships (not necessarily “marriage”) are extremely stigmatized
for Thai women. Women’s improper heterosexual behavior can easily disgrace them and
their families […] warning to daughters about improper heterosexuality were constant”
(137). The taboo over improper female heterosexuality that prevails across class and
ethnic boundaries in Thai society is so intense that in many cases “parents were
indifferent to their daughters’ relationships with toms and dees, or actively supported
them as good alternative to heterosexuality.” (Sinnott 2008, 137) The same view has been
reported by some informants, as Carmen recalls:
“Parents are not too concerned about (schoolgirl romance) most of the
time, as long as they are not too over-the-top. I guess for them, it’s safer for
158

their daughters to date a girl, you’d know they can’t create too much trouble,
like getting pregnant and all that, nothing really bad could happen. It’s easier
to say you are going to study at a female classmate’s home than a boy’s,
right?”
Female same-sex sexuality is often either not recognized or dismissed because they are
not considered “real”, since it is commonly believed that only penetrative sex performed
by a man to a woman counts as “real sex”. In fact, in Hong Kong, laws on sex-related
offense specifically only covers penetrative sex and the legal definition only accepts a
male penetrator, rendering female passive and has no potentiality as acting agent; and
while there are laws concerning male same-sex intercourses, there is no mentioning of
female same-sex sexual acts. Female same-sex (sexual) relationship is perceived either as
non-existence, “not really sex”, or as “not threatening”. In terms of the public
imagination of lesbian relationship as more focused on the emotional than the sexual,
downplaying the possibility and importance of sexual pleasure between women,
undermining the sexual need, desire, and agency of female. For the parents and school
authorities, schoolgirl lesbianism serves as an unlikely temporary measure for the “crisis
status” of teenage girls. The sexual vulnerability of schoolgirls and the alleged effort to
“protect” them accidentally create space for gender experiments and same-sex romance.

Living the script: The internalized temporality of “schoolgirl romance”

In her Undercurrent: Queer Culture and Postcolonial Hong Kong (2008), Helen
Leung describes how single-sex schools have been portrayed in local popular media as
hotbed for female homosexual relationships and a sort of lesbian utopia, echoed by
popular Japanese doseiai (同性愛) manga and stories depicting romantic relationship
between shojo (少女) setting in girl-schools. The association and representation are so
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prevalent not only in media entertainment and niche lesbian creative works but also in
local news report and public commentary. What all these portrayals share in common is
the association of female homosexuality with the schooling phase and schoolgirl identity.
As Fran Martin in her book Backward Glances: Contemporary Chinese Cultures and the
Female Homoerotic Imaginary (2010) observed, “by the twenty-first century, the
discourse of ‘temporary homosexuality’ in same-sex schools is frequently enough
invoked in Chinese public life that it may be considered a form of cultural common sense”
(Martin 2010, 21). Martin sets out to trace the representation and imaginary of female
same-sex love in contemporary Chinese culture, and she discovered “the remarkably
pervasive conceptual linkage of female same-sex love with youth in contemporary
Chinese cultural life, from pop psychology and media cultures to popular fiction by
young lesbian authors and the experience of ordinary female students in their everyday
school lives” (Martin 2010, 21) which can be captured nicely in the configuration of these
female same-sex stories and images as “schoolgirl romance”. She has pointed out that
beyond simply being a phenomenon of traceable lineage of cultural representation by the
presumably heterosexual other from the outside, these imaginaries are shared in the
portrayals of female same-sex love by lesbian authors and narratives of ordinary lesbian
students.

While, as stated in the introductory section, the lesbian learning of lesbians-to-be is
largely constituted by the fact that they are submerged in the ordinary, I would suggest
that this circulating “script” of schoolgirl romance, this particular configuration of lesbian
identity, has been influential in shaping the consciousness and imagination of their
lesbian identity and relationships, projection into the future, investment and commitment
to their identity, as the young lesbians-to-be learn about their desire and identity.

160

Mistaken desire and false consciousness

When discussing how lesbianism is commonly portrayed and imagined in Chinese
popular culture, Fran Martin (2010) quoted an example from an article in Mingpao Daily,
a respected local newspaper in Chinese, which tries to answer the question of suspicion of
student homosexuality: “It may be that intimate behaviors between [adolescents] of the
same sex arise from fantasies about and desires for relations with the opposite sex, the
temporary impossibility of directing these toward male-female romance may very well be
sufficient to cause them to divert their feelings or sexual fantasies toward someone of the
same sex. In reality, many adolescents pass through this deceptive phase of
pseudo-homosexual same-sex attachment in the process of their development; it does not
mean that when they have grown up they will be homosexuals”. The article was later
reposted on the website of the Family Planning Association, the semi-governmental body
responsible for birth-control, sexual (reproductive) healthcare, consultation, and public
sex education. Indeed, the notion of “temporary homosexuality” has been widely used to
explain – or more precisely, explain away – same-sex desire among adolescent girls or
schoolgirls. Rather than labeling that they are indeed “sexual deviants”, which is in a way
acknowledging the existence of an outside or an alternative of being, the rhetoric is one
that frames the girls as deceived (mostly by themselves), dismissing their claim to passion
as simply mistaking same-sex bonding for their supposedly (more) real and rightful
longing for heterosexual desire romance. The same rhetoric of false consciousness is
rarely employed in the case of schoolboys, both because they are even more rarely
discussed publicly, and even in the few instances when they really make it to the papers,
male homosexuality is most often described as something inborn, unchangeable, and
permanent, quite unlike how female homosexuality is perceived and portrayed. The
discourse of temporary misplacement of desire is prominent in the public representation
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and understanding of female homosexuality, while male homosexuals are often portrayed
as “knowing that they are different all along” or “born that way”, female same-sex desire
are framed as either an adverse backlash of emotional trauma or personal crisis, or simply
a mistake.

In fact, many of the aggressive or degrading comments made by men meant to
demean or challenge the homosexual choices of the informants operate by the same logic
as the Mingpao Daily article. The feminine-looking Kitty recounts:
“I have been asked many times by my male friends, sometimes jokingly, that if
I like girls because I have had failed or abusive relationship with boys before.
They are assuming that I like girls because I have had bad experience with men,
or that it’s some king of compensation or revenge for things didn’t work out.
Isn’t that crazy? I told them, do you think it’s possible that the hate for one
thing makes you love the other thing? Is dislike for one thing enough an
explanation for the passion and desire for another thing? They even ask if I am
just saying that I like girls to play hard-to-get or simply because I want to reject
them.”

Behind this formulation is the same configuration of female as impressionable and “not
knowing what they really need / want” and denial of female (erotic) agency, that even the
fact of sexual transgression is doubted and framed against the desiring subjects as false
consciousness. Another underlying assumption or rhetoric is about the frailty or weakness
of character, the deep-rooted belief that females do not have a will or desire of their own,
that women should, and will subordinate to the patriarchal heterosexual system through
initiation or conquering by male. This formulation of the female homosexual as
temporary, either as a transitional phase or a timed identity, waiting to be converted or
re-appropriated by “a real man” or the patriarchal heterosexual order – which can be
understood both as back under patriarchal rule through coerced heterosexuality, or back
to heterosexuality through the overpowering patriarchal force – is also a key component
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in the lineage of cultural representation of adolescent female same-sex love and
schoolgirl romance.

Temporality of tomboyism and lesbianism

Heterotopia carries implications in terms of temporal organization, as they are “most
often linked to slices in time – which open onto […] heterochronies”, as people within
that place would experience “a sort of absolute break with their traditional time”
(Foucault 1984, 6). School is a site that has its own structure and management of time, a
routine that isolate one from their personal living time. Not only is each day divided
mechanically into periods of lessons and breaks that repeat by weeks, growth and
personal development is marked not by incidents or initiation but by bell-rings, grades,
and repeated years of school days and holidays. The chaotic phase of growth is
homogenized for all students, regardless of their individual progress, their puberty neatly
marked, divided, and measured by years. While the mechanical, circular time enforced by
the school system

prepares students for the temporal structure of the modern

work-place as Ben Highmore elaborated in his essay “Ordinary Lives: Studies in the
Everyday” (2011), we could also understand the school as a site of alternative time, of a
suspended temporality before the definite future of adulthood arrives, which Martin
(2010) associates with the expiable identity of lesbian. One of the elements that makes
this alternative or suspended temporality possible is its isolation, for “the heterotopic site
is not freely accessible like a public place”, “either the entry is compulsory, as in the case
of entering a barracks or a prison, or else the individual has to submit to rites and
purifications” (Foucault 1984, 7), which also indicated a definite temporal dimension of
one’s being in the heterotopia, as a site for the rite of passage, transforming one from one
form of being to another, in order to produce a suitable subject that qualifies to progress
163

from one life stage to another. Being an adolescent girl is a blurry, transitional, and often
experimental stage between girl and woman. The school as a mimic of society is
supposedly a site where the schoolgirls learn the rules of the renewed (since the onset of
puberty) requirements of being girl/ woman before they graduate and enter into
adulthood/society.

Kam (2008) noted how both tomboyism and lesbianism are both configured as a sign
of sexual immaturity, as a phase or temporary phenomenon prior to mature femininity, a
privilege tolerated only because of the pre-adult status of teenage girls, and on the
condition that it would not continue into adult womanhood. As illustrated earlier, the
shame of homosexual female is rooted in the social position and duties as a woman,
hence those who do not leave their tomboyism and lesbianism are viewed as disqualified
adults and failed women, because “mature femininity is defined by the ritualized closure
of tomboy identification, and in some cases teenage lesbian relationship.” (Kam 2008,
105) She remarks how “the belief is also prevalent in the subculture of schoolgirls
themselves” that when “teenage schoolgirls are about to graduate and enter adulthood”
preparing themselves “to enter the ‘real’ adult world”, they undergo what they perceive
as “a rite of passage to mature femininity […] by the taking up of (or the “resuming” of)
feminine gender styles”, which means conforming to more conventional gender
expression in terms of dressing and style, and “internally it entails taking up a more
conventionally defined female gender role” (Kam 2008, 105). “Given the highly
interactive relationship between sexual desire and gender behavior under the regulation of
heteronormativity, it is not surprising to find that the successful performance of
normative femininity needs to be accomplished through the ‘correct’ choice of the gender
of sexual partner”, therefore for some girls, “the leaving also includes a conscious change
of sexual object choice; that is, it is sometimes coupled with the end of teenage
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lesbianism” (Kam 2008, 105). To become a woman, for teenage girls means conforming
to heterosexual gender norm in terms of gender expression, as well as
(hetero)sexual-social responsibility of securing a heterosexual relationship, start a family,
and raise children. For one to stop occupying the position of the teenage girl / daughter,
the most socially acceptable way is through starting your own family, becoming a wife
and ideally a mother. A mature woman demonstrating masculine attributes or having a
same-sex partner will be regarded as refusing to take up the adult role and responsibility
always characterized by gender conformity and restrictions (Kam 2008, 111-112), hence
denied social acceptance, recognition, and position in society.

Butterfly Lovers as a temporal allegory

Returning to an earlier quote from Fran Martin (2010), “by the twenty-first century,
the discourse of ‘temporary homosexuality’ in same-sex school is frequently enough
invoked in Chinese public life that it may be considered a form of cultural common sense”
(21). Martin highlighted an important aspect of the public perception of lesbians, in terms
of its temporality. She is pointing to the widely circulated configuration of lesbians as
temporal being, the identity as a temporary one which is a “phase” of girlhood that would
expire, it is as attached and confined to the school-girl identity and life stage. Borrowing
from James Clifford’s criticism of anthropologists’ representation of time in his essay
“On Ethnographic Allegory” (1986), it is as if these lesbian schoolgirls are encapsulated
in a static and eternal “present” that is located in and belongs only to the past. The
identity and potentiality of desire of the lesbian is closely tied to the schoolgirl identity,
and the field of possibility to the site of school, that once one reaches the end of one’s
regular intensive campus life, the suspended transition between girl and women ceased to
be ambiguous, public time resumes, the space vanishes and the identity expires.
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One story that is often quoted and mentioned by the informants is the classical
Chinese romantic tragedy Butterfly Lovers (sometimes as The Love Eterne, “Liang-zhu”
梁祝, a short form for “梁山伯與祝英台”). The story in itself probably served as the best
embodiment of the allegory of lesbian temporality perceived by the informants: the
school as a space of suspended temporality and gender norms, and the pending
resumption of order, is embedded in the narrative structure of one classic lesbian text.
Butterfly Lovers is probably the best-known love story in Chinese culture that tells the
tragic romance of Liang Shanbo (梁山伯) and Zhu Yingtai (祝英台). Zhu, a young lady
from a prestigious family longing for knowledge and freedom, rebel against her strict
father’s order of banning her from studying by cross-dressing as a boy to attend school.
She met Liang, her hardworking male classmate from an impoverished household. As the
two grew closer to each other during the 3 years of study, the nature of their relationship
grew increasingly ambiguous, border-lining homosocial to explicitly homosexual, at least
from the perspective of the onlookers (both the audience and other characters in the story).
[Note 3]

In its cinematic adaptation in 1963, the story was performed by two actresses Ivy
Ling Po (凌波) and Betty Loh Ti (樂蒂), with Ling Po crossdressing as the male
protagonist Liang in the film, and Loh Ti crossdressing as a male student in the plot. In
certain period in ancient China, the play might have been performed by two male
performers, and the actor playing Zhu would be cross-dressing to play the role of a
woman who cross-dresses to be a young boy who later would reveal that s/he is really a
s/he (which would be even more mind-boggling I think). While the male homosexual
tension in the story is resolved, like a lot of classical Chinese plays, when the audiences
learn of the cross-dressing of the female character, with the newly invented tradition of
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two actresses performing the role [Note 4], the meaning was completely altered. The film
was received by its contemporary audience as one that is about the undying love of one
woman for another, even though that particular relationship was not configured
specifically as “lesbianism”, but the adaptation nonetheless redefined or recast the story
of Butterfly Lovers in popular culture as a lasting female same-sex romance classic.

This adaptation is so influential that butterfly has since became a symbol for female
same-sex love within the greater Chinese region, as can be seen in works such as the
also-frequently-mentioned story “The Mark of the Butterfly” (“Hudie de jihao”, 蝴蝶的
記號) by Taiwanese lesbian writer Chen Xue (陳雪) (1994) and its subsequent film
adaptation by Hong Kong independent film director Yan-yan Mak (2004), the musical
adaptation of the story of Butterfly Lovers by Hong Kong queer star / lesbian artist Denise
Ho (HOCC) in 2005, and the popular local lesbian platform and social app Butterfly .

The informants referred to and discussed the relevance of the story of Butterfly
Lovers on several different levels. Instead of quoting the 1962 film version as Fran
Martin

did

to

establish

the

story

as

a

lesbian

text

(or

at

least

female-homosexually-charged on top of its original homosocial subtext), they referred
constantly to Denise Ho’s (HOCC) 2005 stage adaptation of Butterfly Lovers (梁祝下世
傳奇, literally as “The reincarnated legend of Liang-Zhu”) to its influence on their school
days and identity formation, without mentioning or showing any knowledge of its
predecessor.

The classical story of Butterfly Lovers (or its 1963 adaptation) in itself might not
have entered the radar of the informants had it not been for Denise Ho’s particular
stardom, a female Hong Kong singer, the protégé of the Cantonpop legend Anita Mui
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who was known for her versatile image, non-conforming gender expression, and open
support for the democratic struggles in China. Like her mentor, Ho’s image and persona
has always been borderline gender-bending. She came-out at Hong Kong Pride 2012, and
has since been the only Canton pop artists who has ever come out as lesbian [Note 5].
Eva Li (2015) had detailed studies of the transformation of Ho’s popular image that shed
light on the reception of her work, her persona, and her personal life, as being contested
even among fans, especially when it comes to her sexuality and gender expression, before
2012. Even before her coming-out, quoting the informants, “she had always been viewed
as a queer icon, because of her androgynous looks and messages in her songs.” Quite a
number of informants were attracted to her ambiguous persona before her coming-out
whether or not they were her fans, and viewed her “as a role-model of some sort”, and
thus her 2005 adaptation managed to reach out to almost of the informants.

What I have noticed is how the actual storyline of the musical was not extensively
quoted or discussed in detail during the interviews, instead, Ho’s adaptation was deemed
significant because it is read by the girls as “an obvious gesture, brave, and bold
manifestation of her queerness in such a public manner”, which encouraged them to build
their identity in a more positive light, as “her songs (in the musical) were full of messages
about the freedom to love and courage to be yourself”. This is particularly important as
the musical came out in 2005, a time when most of the informants where in their early or
mid-puberty. Her popularity and the success of the musical adaptation helped the songs
that explore ambiguity of gender and sexuality to be distributed in all major media
channels, and reached popular audience. Jamie recalled how the songs from the musical
encouraged and initiated her:
“The songs were so popular, they were all over radio, and you can here them
wherever you go. When we go to karaoke, everyone knows how to sing it.
Looking back, it was quite interesting how such a rebellious and queer song
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would be so popular. It was such an important song to me, I was so young, and it
taught me about friendship and love. The songs were encouraging saying that it
is okay to be yourself, and even though love might not be easy, we have to be
brave to love.”

Ho’s status as queer icon (prior to her come-out) is further fueled by Ho’s alleged
relationship with local pop singer Joey Yung (abbreviated as “Goo-Cho” in fan language).
Their subsequent breakup had been read by fans (and even the public) as an embodiment
of the original Butterfly Lovers, a tragic struggle to resist the resumption of normative
gender and sexual order (Joey Yung started dating a local male singer afterwards) that
ended in failure and separation. Coo, who is a fan of Ho, said:
“At that time (in 2005), I guess deep inside we sort of knew or expected that she
is queer, so it wasn’t a real surprise when she came out. Even though I am not
her fan, but I was still very happy when she came out. It was really saddening
that they have to break up, but I guess they don’t have a choice.”
Their alleged break-up (as the relationship was never openly acknowledged), which
happened shortly after her coming-out, was widely reported in all major newspapers. Her
unfruitful relationship fueled the biographical reading of her remaking of the story of
Butterfly Lovers, and it seems to be received by both fans and ordinary lesbians as an
affirmation of the certain resumption of “normal time and order” however the elusive the
actual expiry day is. Lesbianism had been framed by parents, school, and popular media
as “just a phase”, and the informants are in fact also aware of, or have internalized, this
seemingly inevitable prospect of the pending resumption of order – “… found in sex
education materials, parenting magazine, and colloquial interpretations of adolescent
sexuality… the recuperative insistence that teenage same-sex attachments are really
heterosexual yearnings in disguise” is completed in popular media representations of
teenage same-sex romance “by the enforcement of a heterosexual ending on the merely
‘pseudo-homosexual’ story… where same-sex love is constructed as a common but
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temporary phase in young women’s development and thereby fated to become but the
memory of adult femininity.” (Martin 2010, 22)

The pressure and lure of normality is real, as “Goo-Cho” fan Susie laments while
she is showing me “evidence” fans had collected in hopes of “verifying” their
relationship:
“Even though I am really sad that it didn’t work out, that we all think Joey
should have been more brave about it, I understand what kind of pressure they
must have faced, especially for Joey since she is not an indie singer as HOCC.
What happened was beautiful, and it inspired people and gave them courage.
How nice would it be if people who love each other could be themselves
without worries and be together.”

This lesbian temporality is, beyond anything, a constitutive part of what they learn
about lesbian(ism), and what it means to be one. In a way, in the informants’ projection
and perception of time and life stage, despite all its limitation and control, the school
existed as a short-lived “utopia” (nowhere) where experimentation and transgression of
gender and sexuality were tolerated if not celebrated, a space where time and
expectations are suspended, and the girls-yet-to-be-women can enjoy momentary
freedom before joining the society resuming their roles and duties as “adult” and
“woman”. As Carmen looks back:
“Many of them (lesbian friends in secondary school) changed after graduation,
going back to ‘normal’. Some TBs are now dress-wearing girly girls, I know
one who used to be really handsome and popular, and she got married and had
a son. It was quite a shock to me, but I kind of understand where they are
coming from, it’s hard to put up a fight for so long. Not everyone wants to
make life hard for themselves.”
As a die-hard fan, Susie feels that if even her idol HOCC, as a celebrity who has
more social capital could not stand against the force of normality, the constraints of
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reality for lesbians are then always real and weighty, and that happiness can only “last for
so long before people have to conform to social expectations again”. For most of the
informants, this passing over means seeing their friends and partners seemingly
“converting back” to normative gender expression and sexuality, which for them,
reinforced the need for more adaptive strategies of managing identities, roles, and
expectations between the sphere of family, work, friends, public, private, and intimate
lives, finding a way to remain embedded and accepted while actively refuse to give up on
who and what they are.

Conclusion

While lesbian-exclusive locales such as lesbian bars or community gatherings have
been more studied as sites of lesbian identity formation, for the informants of this study,
secondary school instead served as the main site of learning and practice. I argue that the
school, as a site characterized by the juxtaposition of contradicting teachings, conditions
in a particular way how lesbian identity and sexuality is configured for the informants: it
is both a site of queer information flow that informs schoolgirls the content, rules, and
stigmas of lesbian identity, as well as one that safeguards and enforces normative gender
and (a)sexuality, which nonetheless conditions the content and expression of lesbian(ism).
We can see the particular configuration of lesbianism and lesbian expression as reactions
attempting to answer or counter the gender and sexual norms that are expected of the
schoolgirls, and the public imaginary of lesbianism and lesbian identity has influenced
the imagination and projection of lesbians of their identity and future. While it is common
to associate homosexual identification with shame and injury, the informants reported
overall positive identification in their learning of lesbian identity in school, partly because
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of the relatively serious stigmatization and control over the gender and sexuality of
schoolgirls as girls over that of lesbians.

The school is not a utopia (not even girls’ schools), but is an accidental space
created for gender segregation and sexual policing which functions as a unique soil for a
configuration of lesbianism and lesbian identity that is different. However, more often
than they should be allowed to, these context-specific factors are frequently overlooked
and naturalized rather than highlighted, resulting in misleading universality, and render
other conditions that would inform quite different configurations of lesbian identity
invisible. This embeddedness and crossing-over of space, I would like to suggest, creates
a very peculiar setting with delicate dynamics between the open existence of lesbianism
among student population and the conservative teachings and policing of gender and
sexuality, which could help explain many features of the distinct configuration of
lesbianism and lesbian identity shared among the informants which would otherwise be
difficult to understand. The complexity of the school as a lesbian learning site
differentiates it from enclosed and isolated lesbian hangouts or communities, which are
sites that are most commonly associated with lesbian identity formation in studies and
popular imagination.

The embeddedness of the “lesbian space” within the larger structure of the school,
and this co-existence of two sets of rules and identities, make the girls keenly aware of
the constant surveillance and eventual prevalence of the rule of the school institution as
one is learning to be and simultaneously trying to perform the role of a lesbian, making
negotiation and adaptation needed as a key component of the specific configuration of
lesbian identity learned and lived in the school setting, characterizing their take on
lesbian identity with “make-do” pragmatism.
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The informants are highly aware of the temporary nature of the suspension of
normative order and time, as often they have also internalized the script of transient
lesbian identity (Zhang 2000, 1-18), shaping the way they project and invest in their
lesbian identity. This notion of “giving in” or “converting back” in very commonly used
when discussing this transitional stage from school to adulthood, and because lesbian
identity is perceived as always unstable and temporary, threatened by the resumption of
heterosexual norms, this would arguably also lead to disinvestment in their lesbian
identity, and a lack of sense of belonging to the larger lesbian community as they enter
adulthood.

“Where exactly does ‘false’ homosexuality leave off and ‘true’ homosexuality
begins?” asks Fran Martin (2010, 23), while we might not have an answer as to whether
we can tell the “true” homosexuals from the “false” ones, there seems to be a
psychological deadline haunting every schoolgirl-lesbian, a deadline underlying the
self-doubt, fear and stigmatization that have always been a constitutive part of their
lesbian learning – lesbianism doesn’t last, it’s just a phase, etc. The wound they bury
deep within their identity is not the stigma and insult as social and sexual outcast, but the
systematic denial of the sexual possibility and agency as female. Their consciousness as
lesbians are called false, and their identity and desire have been defined for them as either
nonexistent, or as something that would not last. Integral to lesbian learning is both the
fear and awareness of the impending resumption of normativity and order, so that while
some decide to put on a good fight, too often they externalize this fear and anxiety as
loath and shaming of their fellows, collapsing sexual fluidity with loyalty, sacrificing
respect and freedom for their own peace of mind, to reassure that they are “real” and
“serious”, and are “braver” in that they outlived the curse of temporality. In the following
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chapter, I would further explore the flow and limitation of sexual and queer knowledge
and information, and will discuss in greater detail the intricate identity politics and
tensions within lesbian communities outlined above.
Notes

Note 1: Religious organizations are among the most prominent educators in Hong Kong.

Note 2: Sticky Rice Love and Sally Coco are two local sex-education initiatives that aim
at debunking “myths” about sex and sexuality through education. Sticky Rice
Love is founded by a group of university students, and Sally Coco started as a
sex-positive adult store to an active advocate of sexual empowerment through
demystification and education. Much of what they do is to empower people by
sharing science and medical knowledge about body and sex that are deliberately
left out of our formal sex education and public discourses of sex.

Note 3: As a recent intervention attempt of existing gender and sex education, The
Women’s Foundation produced an educational documentary She Objects (2016).
The hour-long documentary claims to be the first installation of a larger project
that aims at promoting awareness of the sexualization and objectification of
female in media, and its negative impact of personal development and real lives
of girls and women in Hong Kong. She Objects was not only shown to media
industry insiders, bankers, corporate investors and parents, but also university
and secondary school students. The film will be a key part of an upcoming sex
education and media-literacy program designed around it to be introduced to
local secondary (or maybe even primary) schools. Being a partner of this project,
I was surprised to find to how this seemingly empowering advocacy project
meant for education ironically follows the same discourse on female agency,
sexuality, sex, and teenage sexuality as the outdated and biased sex education
they are trying to replace.

Note 4: The story of Butterfly Lovers goes that Liang, being a devoted student (or a
bookworm) that he is, never suspected Zhu’s real identity, and took care of her
like an elder brother. Zhu’s affection for Liang grew, but one day she was
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ordered by her family to return home. On the journey home, Zhu repeated hinted
to Liang of her identity and her affection for him, but failed. Zhu eventually
suggested Liang to marry his sister, who we know is really Zhu herself. Later
Liang went to visit Zhu at her home, and discovered that his friend is really a she,
the two fell hopelessly in love, and sworn never to part. Yet their commitment
was no match to class difference, as Zhu’s father has arranged her to be married
to a local official Ma, the two had to part. Liang is heartbroken and subsequently
died of depression-induced sickness, as Zhu was kept at home, ready to be
married off. The wedding procession passes by Liang’s grave, originally
intending to avoid it as to kept Zhu away, but finally Zhu left her company to
pay her final respect to Liang. She descended into bitter despair and begs for the
grave to open up so that she can reunite with Liang. Suddenly, the grave opens
with a clap of thunder. Without further hesitation, Zhu throws herself into the
grave to join Liang. Their spirits turn into a pair of butterflies, emerge from the
grave, the pair fly away together and are never to be separated again.

Note 5: The 1962 film adaptation of the story was produced during a period of time when
female started to play an increasingly important role in Hong Kong’s labor force,
owing to the city’s industrialization. The newly gained financial ability of these
female labors, mostly factory workers and secretaries, gave them relative
independence and increased purchasing power. In view of this newly emerged
market, companies tried to capture this consumer group by catering to their
needs and taste, as can be seen in the trend of films featuring young and relatable
female stars in “factory girl” roles, fighting against gender stereotypes and
injustices. One interesting phenomenon was the popularity of cross-dressing
actresses in Cantonese opera, and later, in cinema. This re-embodiment of the
homosocial gender guise and disguise was popularly received as a film about the
almost religious and undying love of one woman for another, not exactly
configured as “lesbianism”, but it was surely not marginal, as one would
imagine such cultural representation would be. It was popular entertainment, and
female fans were dying to watch it again and again. Many consider the male
persona played by cross-dressing female performers to be closer to their
masculine ideal for a lover and a partner than “real men”, especially given the
context of prevailing gender inequality at that time.
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Note 6: Since her coming-out, HOCC has become a keen advocate of LGBT rights, the
new face for the equal rights movement as well as the city’s struggle for
democracy. For more detailed discussion of the implication of the conjunction of
these identities / causes to the configuration of lesbian identity, please see the
section “Lesbian learning and identity amidst social change” in the concluding
chapter.
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| THREE |

The lesbian sexual script:
Situating lesbian identity and sexuality in
the sexualscape of Hong Kong

Sexual desire and gender behavior are both integral to the formation of one’s
identity. As Lucetta Kam (2008) points out, the relationship between them are “highly
interactive” (105). The identity label and category “lesbian” is not only a sexual or gender
identity, but is also indicative of the position from which the subject desires. Identifying
oneself as a lesbian is an indication of not only one’s sexual object choice, but also the
subject position one is occupying as one desires, and that one agrees with a set of socially
or culturally acceptable ways while doing so. In the previous chapter, I have examined
how the lesbian identity is learned and practiced within the institutional and spatial
limitation of the school, and based on my analysis, I attempted to explain some unique
features of the specific configuration of lesbianism I have observed among the informants.
I have discussed how the implementation of gendered education in school had shaped
how the girls perceive and perform their gender and sexuality. In this chapter, I aim to
explore a few key questions concerning how these lesbians relate to their own sexuality,
and what bearing does it have on their lesbian identification. The discussion in this
chapter is closely linked to that of the previous chapters, as I am trying to explore and
approach different facets of the same “everyday” in which their life and identity is
embedded.

To understand their porn usage, and by extension, their configuration of sexuality,
I would rely on the concept of “sexual script” proposed by Simon & Gagnon (1973)
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which suggested the influences of social construction in shaping human sexual behaviors
to fit a certain shared pattern in a particular social context. “Sexual script” lays down the
field of sexually sensible and possible, determining if a behavior is sexual, what makes
them sexual, the meanings attached to those behaviors, who should take part in what way
in what kind of relationship and exchange, “deriving from metaphorical scripts
individuals have learned and incorporated as a function of their involvement in the social
group” (Wiederman 2015, 7). These differences in exposure and teaching leading to
development of differing sexual scripts would in turn affect both their exposure to and
understanding of materials, discourses, and scenarios concerning gender and sexuality.
Having learned a particular sexual script helps lay the foundation of one’s sexual
judgment, and determines what constitutes as valid and viable options.

Through examining how the legacy of their experience and learning at home and
school intersects with another major source of gender and sexual discipline, namely that
of pornography, to form a particular “lesbian sexual script” that regulates the sexual
practice and imagination of the informants, I seek to understand the origin, content, and
influence of this “lesbian sexual script”, and to interrogate the popular but problematic
notion of “authentic” lesbian sexuality and identity, what count as “(politically) proper”
lesbian sex, the tension it creates among lesbians regarding feminine lesbians and
bisexuals, and last but not least, the (un)imaginability of female same-sex sexuality in this
intersectional sexualscape these factors have weaved together.

I chose to use pornography as an entry point into an investigation of the
informants’ sexuality for several reasons. Firstly, initially this thesis was set out to
investigate how pornography inform the sexual and identity formation of young lesbians,
as pornography is an important channel from which young people nowadays learn about
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sex. Even though the project later expanded to one that covers different sites / fields of
“learning”, pornography would still be an important site to look at since pornography is a
site of more “direct learning” about female and lesbian sexuality, just as the school acts
as a site of a more “direct learning” of the lesbian identity. Further, after trial and error
during the interviews, I have observed how it can be rather difficult for the informants to
talk directly about their sex, most likely as a result of how they have learned to think
about their sex as either private or negative, as demonstrated in the previous chapters.
Through talking about pornography, it proved to be not only a good entry point into a
discussion of their sex, it also helped reveal hidden details they are not aware of that had
influenced their conceptualization of sex, as a lot of these “lessons” came from
pornography, or is related to, how they have learned to think about pornography.

The experience of learning gender and sexuality in the everyday, as demonstrated
by the thesis so far, is often subtle and unintentional. However, this subtleness and
unintentionality is complicated by the informants’ intentional act of seeking out for porn,
usually as a source of sexual information and knowledge. This experience of intentional
and unintentional learning combined, which could seem less antagonistic on the surface,
as they are actively seeking and learning, but just as the efforts of control and discipline
at the previous sites, certain ideas and values they resist would eventually be internalized.
Through the entry point of examining what informs and shapes their views on and
relation to porn, it is my goal to foreground not only their agency, but also expose the real
contextual obstacles and limitations they face, so that we can come to a more informed
understanding of these young lesbians.

I would begin the investigation by looking at what drives the informants to learn
about sex through pornography, but not other means, to understand the attraction and
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truth claim of explicit visual representation of sex. I would then examine the informants’
exposure and access to pornographic materials, paying special attention to the condition
and dynamics of viewing. I would then attempt to briefly retrace the different lessons
they have learned about sex, gender and sexual expression, and intimacy, beginning from
the home, in order to understand its content and implications on the complexity of the
formation of the informants’ sexual subjectivity. If we look at “sex education” not only as
limited to formal sex education in school curriculum, but consider it to be a broader field
and sets of learning experience encompassing that disseminated by the media, school,
family, and peer, taking into account all other circulating discourses on gender, desire,
aesthetics, and sex that would have an impact on the informants, then the effort to
understand the identity and sexuality formation of young lesbians in the contemporary
Hong Kong context would inevitably include pornography.

Owing to the abstinent attitude Hong Kong society holds towards sex education
(as demonstrated in Chapter 1 and 2), leaving little room for discussion and exploration
of sex and sexuality, pornography has taken the place of formal sex education in family
and school as the main source of sex-related knowledge and information. However,
pornography informs us not only as to what sex is, how sex should be, what to desire, but
also who we should desire, how we should desire, and who we should desire as. The
inclusion of pornography is important to the understanding of lesbian learning and
identity formation because of the important role it plays as both a key source of
information for the informants about sex, sexuality, desire, and gender, and as a key “site”
in which the informants have to apply existing perceptual frameworks they have
established from the experience of going through the previous sites, in order to search for
and make sense of pornographic materials. In particular, I hope to dialogue with how
queer studies perceive the influence of mainstream gender and sexual configurations on
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the content of queer identification (as the source of discrimination, oppression,
stigmatization, and marginalization), and with audience studies of queer porn, especially
that of queer porn, by shedding light on the complexity and agency of the porn-viewing
lesbian subjects within a popular media-scape, and the “conditions of possibility for the
appearance of these practices” (Rockhill 2004, 6).

In the following sections, I seek to interrogate the contributing factors and
contents of the sexuality of these lesbians, by exploring how they learn, understand, and
interpret themselves as female (homo)sexual beings within the sexual culture in Hong
Kong society, and analyzing the intersubjective field and relational network within which
their particular understandings, imaginations, experiences, and viewpoints emerge. The
purpose of my exploration is threefold: through examining the porn consuming
experience and habits of the informants, this study seeks to document the experience and
perspectives of the informants with pornography, filling in the research gap on lesbian
spectatorship of mainstream pornography; to analyze through their experience and
narratives the way they see pornography and discourses on gender and sexuality, and how
they cope with different conditionings and expectations to their sexual choices and
imaginations; and finally to suggest a new, and possibly a more informed, way of
understanding lesbian sexuality and identity by foregrounding the very “conditions of
possibility” for agency involved in the conceptualization, establishment, and exercise of
their identity, gender, sexuality, and sex in the sexual and cultural context of Hong Kong,
by documenting the embedded yet ever-contingent viewing and learning positions that
involve constant negotiation, reflection, and re-invention.

Embodied and contextualized
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Before going into discussing the details, it is important to clarify my approach of
basing my investigation of lesbian sexuality partly on the analysis of porn knowledge,
choices, and readings. This chapter emphasizes how any attempt to understand porn
choices and readings, and by extension, sexual choices and interpretations, would only be
meaningful when examined as embedded and contextualized in the informants’ life and
learning. While it is beyond the scope of this study to provide a detailed biographical
reading into each of the informants’ experience with porn as well as other factors other
than what has been accounted for in the previous chapters, it is also not my intention to
explain away larger contextual and structural factors that pertain to some of the most
obvious characteristics underlying all the cases, by way of prioritizing individualized
differences in background, experience, and strategies. However, when we discuss the
meaning and influence of a piece of pornographic material, very often a universal
position and a singular reading is assumed, and we leave a question unanswered: Who is
watching?

Viewing is a process of meaning-making, not dissimilar to how we are confronted
by and are required to make sense of different ways of conducting gender and sexuality;
and the mental faculties by which different people encode and decode the same piece of
material differ, and so does the circumstance of viewing –

all of which would

ultimately affect what the material comes to mean for specific viewers. While audience
studies is an established area in film and media studies, analysis of viewing experience of
porn based on the intersectionality and conditioning of gender, sexuality, race, etc. in
different cultures and societies is still lagging behind, especially in terms of the
contextualization of viewing and new modes of accessing (the Internet) and consuming
(for example, pro-suming). Valerie Walkerdine's study, “Video Replay: Families, Films
182

and Fantasy” (1986) was one of the first to combine psychic reality with ethnography as
she documents the viewing of a working class family (and herself) of the video of Rocky
II in their household. She noticed how elements in the viewers’ life, their worries and
pain, hopes and desire, inform how the family members each relate to the film in different
ways. Further, she emphasized the influences of the array of conditionings of viewing,
such as the domestic space, its immediate neighborhood, the dynamics between family
members, class background, and how the meaning of the video screened on the TV set in
the household are modified by this rather physical viewing context. With her proposal for
a new way of understanding texts and spectators, comparatively deterministic readings of
texts and monolithic and passive consumption models are however still popular among
feminist film studies and porn studies.

Reception or audience studies of pornography, following the footsteps of the
feminist sex wars, are sadly united in jumping to one-sided conclusions about porn being
something either entirely liberating and empowering or oppressive and harmful, and
focus on debating whether porn should exist based on moral and ideological grounds, at
the expense of a deeper understanding of what porn really is and how it works, of the
producer and users of porn, as well as diversity of reading and the possibility of porn. As
Wong & Yau (2012, 414) criticized, “these studies do not even reveal ‘what’ is the
preference per se, let alone why and how this preference comes about”. As pointed out by
Alan McKee (2005), while consumers of pornography had been heavily studied, their
agency is seldom acknowledged, their choices are not understood in the context of their
lives, and they are “rarely presented as subjects in the sense of being the thinking agents
who could offer an insight into the reasons for consuming pornography and the effects it
could have on them” (McKee 2005, 71). Z. F. Parvez’s essay “The Labor of Pleasure”
(2006) and McKee’s The Porn Report (2008) adopted a more ethnographic, or
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auto-biographic approach, foregrounding the self-reporting and responses of the
informants in discussions about porn outside of a controlled environment, stressing the
importance of contextualizing pornography consumption and viewing experience,
countering the pervasive model of passive porn audience which gives homogenizing and
universal readings of pornographic materials.

In the article “I don’t like watching Japanese adult videos because you like it: The
Politics of Pornography consumption in Taiwan” (2014), Wong & Yau pointed out how
in porn studies, the differences in usage and consumption pattern of pornography are
often attributed to gender differences, which are assumed to be inborn, “universal,
essentialized, primordial,

bounded, unchanging, and homogeneous”, and this

understanding of gender is in turn “used to explain away the reasons that men and women
will differ in pornography use and perhaps sex” (Wong & Yau 2014, 2). This assumption
and configuration of naturalized and universal gender inhibits us from seeing the many
“concrete gender norms that gave rise to the differences in pornography use in different
cultures”, as they are “dismissed as just manifestations of their genders”, preventing our
understanding of “the specific gender norms and politics”, in our case, of the Hong Kong
society, “that are often lumped together and explained away as gender inclinations”, and
obstructing us from “see[ing] how these specific contents gave rise to gender differences
in pornography use.” (Wong & Yau 2014, 2) In the article, they demonstrated how the
preference for pornography among their female informants is in fact influenced by not
only the social construction of female sexuality, but also impression of the “sexual norm”
of different cultures, as well as their exposure and experience with porn in real life. Ingrid
Ryberg, in her article “Carnal fantasizing: embodied spectatorship of queer, feminist and
lesbian pornography” (2015), investigated her research subjects’ accounts of film
experiences in terms of embodied spectatorship, habituation and fantasy, proposed that
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we should understanding porn spectatorship as “an embodied and psychic engagement
shaped, but importantly also continuously reshaped, by personal histories and social
contexts, which opens up the possibilities of understanding viewers’ engagement in porn,
as not limited to identification with certain characters or roles and that desire and fantasy
are not coherent or always consistent with political views or identities. Nevertheless,
social identities and/or personal experiences and practices may have impacts on different
subjects' engagements in porn scenarios.” (161-173) New and diverse meanings are
conjured and read into the materials drawing upon the social-cultural background of the
viewer, situations, and or even relationship status or mood, as Ryberg further states in her
book Imagining Safe Space, “embodied experiences […] are shaped by the specific sites,
practices, situations, discourses and aesthetics that constitute this film culture. In this
definition, embodied spectatorship is then not a matter of a realm beyond culture or
politics” (Ryberg 2012, 40).

Scripted sexuality and circumscribed fantasy

We are not wholly autonomous agents who act within a vacuum devoid of
constraints; neither are we historically and socially determined beings (Linger 2001, 111).
How people look and what they choose to look at is in many ways influenced by what
they have been exposed to and brought up to know or think about a certain subject. From
looking into how the informants choose and imagine, I would like to go beyond simply
explaining off their diverse viewing positions and strategies with biographical reasons or
resort to personal taste, but to untangle the physical, technical, and socio-cultural factors
that inform or limit their choice and access to certain resources and materials, and how
they influence and shape the frameworks by which these lesbians understand, imagine,
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and practice sex. I wish to interrogate and dialogue particularly with some often
“essentialized” and naturalized discourses about lesbian (and female in general)
sexualities, such as their being more emotionally driven, that females emphasize
emotional ties over sex, that women are generally not interested in porn and are passive
in sex, that lesbian audiences are only interested in queer porn, or that lesbian sex is
“impossible”.

Trying to separate “nurture” from “nature” is rather a futile and meaningless
attempt as lesbian learning is a dynamic exchange between limitations set by conditions
of possibility and personal agency to interpret, negotiate, and create. In this chapter,
through establishing porn-viewing as a site of practice for their established “field of the
sensible” concerning gender, sex, and sexuality, as well as a site for the further
construction of that “field of the sensible”, I would like to inspect, through in-depth
investigation of their embodied viewing experience, how these materials discursively
play a part in constructing their sexual reality, how these discourses and narratives
connect and relate to other “learnings” about gender, sex, and sexuality, and how are
these discourses, when joining force, limiting and enabling for the informants in terms of
their sexual possibility, identity, desire, and self-expression.

Porn-viewing, in this chapter serves the purpose as an intersectional site of
“practice” through which we can see how the accumulated learnings of control and social
construction of gender and sexuality, manifest themselves in this very “practice” as
enabling and limiting certain exploration and usage of porn, through informing their
understanding and judgments about their identity, gender, and sexual possibility, shaping
the very faculty of their perception and imagination. I would start this investigation by
examining the factors that shapes the “field of the sexually-hence-pornographically
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sensible”, that is, the factors and conditions that make their particular viewing experience
and perception possible in the first place. What they have learned about sex and sexuality
that motivate or allow them to enter the world of porn – or as I would call it,
“pornoscape”, as it is a sort of virtual landscape where you have explore relying on
“maps” and “directions” – in a particular way? What are the internal and external factors
determining what in the pornoscape would be visible and accessible to them? From then
on, we would move on to how and why certain materials are employed, their reasons and
strategies of usage, the meanings attributed to these materials. As the usage of
pornography is not limited to education, arousal, or sexual satisfaction, choices and
consumption of porn can also be a means of political and self-expression, a gesture of
self-representation, and a reflection of the on-going active effort to navigate and establish
one’s sexual identity. Through analyzing their porn viewing and usage as embodied
affective experience, the challenges they face, and the strategies they employ, I would
seek to uncover the limitations and resources confronting these informants when they
learn and try to establish and express their identity and sexuality at the intersection of
control, denial, social expectations, self-projection and expression.

The action and practice of porn-viewing is not bounded to any physical site, yet
the practice is concretely rooted in a specific “field of the sensible”, borrowed from
Jacques Rancière (2004), that is conjured by the intersection and interaction of different
types of learning and the negotiation between discourses that concern desire, body, sex,
and gender. From my research, I observed narrative patterns showing the influence of
established sexual scripts in shaping their imagination and self-perception of their
sexuality, with reference to how they come to understand their identity as female and as
lesbian, which I would explain in further details in the coming sections. As Megan
Sinnott (2004) recaptures Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1990) comment about the relationship
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between hegemony and queer resistance, she states that “there is no absolute point of
liberation outside of hegemonic systems” (Sinnott 2004, 132), that queerness should be
conceived not as opposition or rejection to normative gender configurations as expressed
in the formulation of “heterosexuality vs. homosexuality”, but should rather be
understood as culturally constructed “extensions of a gendered cultural system” that
exists “within known meaning systems” of heterosexuality and normative gender codes
(Sinnott 2004, 132). While the informants demonstrated keen awareness of their
constraints in the forms of mental boundaries and actual social pressure, as well as
tremendous agency of negotiating with contradictions and constraints, it would be my
goal to instead focus our attention not to seek explanation solely in personalized effort (or
compromise) but aim at arriving a deeper understanding of the sets of conditions that
circumscribe their negotiation and struggle in a particular way. The exercise of this
chapter would be to explicate from porn usage among the informants the ways of
conceptualization and rationales behind practices and their motivations, which would be
rather inconspicuous or difficult to observe otherwise.

Porn as sex education

To recapture briefly the examination in previous chapters of sex education, first I
would like to explain how efforts of sex education (or the lack of it) at home and school
jointly ascribed importance to pornography, or to be specific, the puritan and abstinent
approach towards sex education that prevails in both the domestic and educational realm
crowned pornography as the go-to source for self-help sex education. The abstinent
approach towards sex stems from the belief and presumption that knowledge about sex
would corrupt students (Kam 2012, Allen 2011), and that the less information students
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are exposed to, the less likely they are to act out. The sex education guideline upon which
sex education curriculum in schools is based on, since its publishing in 1986, had only
been updated once (in 1997) in nearly 30 years, the last time being over 20 years ago, as
one can imagine, its content is out-of-date and is entirely disconnected with the needs and
realities of the students (Fok 2005 and Kam 2012). The result would be a selectively
implemented sex education curriculum that most informants would describe as “evasive”,
“brief”, “unhelpful”, “uninformative”, “biased”, if not entirely “traumatic”, which they
consider to be not only demonizing sex and stigmatizing female sexuality, but also
disempowering. It is under this circumstance that the important role pornography plays in
discursively constructing and representing sexual realities is established, and the authority
and power it has to define sex and gender consolidated.

Almost all informants in the study reported their first attempt of reaching out for
pornographic materials was out of curiosity, and later, the need to know: to know “how
male and female bodies look like”, and “how people do it”, precisely because these topics
are so rarely talked about at home or at school (or represented by silence), as Carmen
notes:
“The biology teacher spent 3 lessons talking about photosynthesis but only
1 lesson on the whole chapter on reproduction, I waited for so many years.
You just knew at that point that they are not going to talk to you about
these stuff, their stance is very clear. So you have to find your own way.”
As schools fail to address and connect to their problems, Allen (2010) notes, students
often find sex education in school boring and useless, even though they are very much
interested in sex and sexuality in their discussions with the researchers and among
themselves in daily exchange. This lack of relatable reference point and knowledge, as
studies have noticed, result in young people of this generation turning to readily available
pornographic materials from media and the Internet for sex-related knowledge (Albury
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2014, Allen 2010, Roger 2005, Kirkham & Skeggs 1996), which many of my informants
described as a “natural choice”.

Many informants said they looked at porn because they wanted to know more,
which by their logic, whether or not it is true, pornography is perceived and assumed to
be a channel that contains more information about sex than regular formal sex education.
Mei-Ting aptly summarizes the perceived “advantages” of porn over other channels of
“sex education”:
“What they taught you in school is completely useless and irrelevant, it’s
like you don’t feel that you are learning something new even after all the
scientific terms and biological procedures – you don’t know anything more
than what you’ve started with. What do we do with this so-called
knowledge that is nothing more than naming the parts? You don’t know.
So what can you do? Your parents are all silent or negative about it
especially when you are a girl, so you talk to your friends, or try finding
information on magazines and radio shows, you find books in the library,
or you look at porn. Porn is not something that is beyond one’s reach, your
brothers or father have it, your classmates have it, it’s in the newspaper,
you see porn magazines at newsstands, there are juicy bits in movies –
porn is sex in action, sex in context, in real setting, no longer only hard
facts in text books, that’s what is lacking, the implementation, how to
initiate sex, to put it in action, and how to feel about it and react to it.
That’s what I wanted to know, apart from the stimulation, that’s what I
wanted to find out from porn.”
Mei-ting pointed out one important attraction of porn over sex education is that it
demonstrates sex as human relation that takes place in various daily settings, which is an
important aspect of sex formal sex education fail to address. Fiona shares similar views:
“Everything is so objective, things seem to just happen, like menstruation
and erection, they just happen, and there seems to be no room for
voluntary involvement, like there is no people doing things, just things
happening.”
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Fiona points out how medical-scientific language is being used by schools in the
discursive construction of sex to assume a withdrawn position of “reason” and
“objectivity”, but in fact, left no room for agency and choice.

For the informants, pornographic materials on one level offer a vague alternative
to formal sex education, which by their graphic and explicit presentation, give the
impression of being able to offer more – be it information, knowledge, exposure, or level
of explicitness – and help them to get somewhat closer to the reality, or truth, of sex.
Pornographic video is, for the informants, the closest mediation they can get to reality in
a sense that it is a visual record of sex in action. It is, especially when compared to the
evasive and vague education in school and home, a “demonstration” of “reality”: this is
sex and this is how it should be done.

On the other level, pornography, especially that in the video form, presents
themselves as credible demonstrations of sex as human interaction and forms of possible
relations, in various simulations of real life situations (the linkage between porn and
realism will be discussed further in later sections). While school curriculum attempt to
contain sex and sexuality within relationship, marriage, and family, and the informants in
some way actually accepted and agreed to this defining sex as a form of interpersonal
relationship, yet sex education is effectively avoiding the understanding or interpretation
of sex as a form of interpersonal relationship, which is something beyond what scientific
naming of organs or lesson on sex as “immature impulses” are willing and able to address,
and something that is actually very much needed for young people from sex education,
that eventually lead many of them to pornography for “sexual truths”.

Making sense of porn (and its relation to sex)
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Apart from stimulation and entertainment, pornography are valued as a more
credible alternative for sex in practice and situations than cold hard facts in formal sex
education curriculum which is no different from “teacheing you how to swim in a text
book, and then expect you to be able to swim when you got thrown into the pool”,
according to Bao. What is worth our attention here is how porn is perceived and
conceptualized, as being a more faithful representation of the truth or reality of sex. Let
us take a closer look into the format and characteristics of this type of materials in hopes
of understanding how the informants conceptualize “porn”, what it does and how it works
for the informants.

During our discussions and chats about materials the informants would regard as
pornographic, sexually stimulating, obscene, or explicitly sexual, several different types
of materials were mentioned, which the informants consider as related to their exploration
of sex, desire, and pleasure. Almost all of the materials mentioned by the informants are
videos described as belonging to the hardcore or gonzo style [Note 1]. Amongst other
forms of sexually explicit materials that are recognized as aiming at arousing or fulfilling
sexual desire, video pornography of realistic style seems to have dominated the scene and
occupies the position as the only “normal” or “orthodox” form pornography can take, in
the imagination and understanding of most of the informants as to “what counts as porn”,
even though most informants noted that these materials actually are not too arousing for
them personally.

While in some studies the categories of “softcore” and “hardcore” are important to
the discussion of female choice of consumption of pornography, the informants do not
discriminate between them. Throughout the discussion, it is observed that what they
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mentioned and considered as “pornography” are named using terms such as “porn / 咸片”
(which could also mean any racy movie, whether or not they are Category 3 movies), “四
仔” [Note 2], or referred to simply as “AV” [Note 3]. They tend to not categorize or
comment on the videos based on whether they are “hardcore” or “softcore” based on how
“sexually explicit” the videos are, but they tend to make such distinction loosely based on
whether they consider them as “male-oriented” or “female-oriented” (女性向), as well as
based on “place of origin” or “nationality”. It is interesting if we dig deeper into how the
notion of “male-oriented” or “female-oriented” is an important criterion of choosing porn,
and how “obvious” the distinction is for the informants. For them, the “orientation” of
porn is more informative than simply categorizing porn by “hard-” or “soft-core”. It is
important because it determines how characters relate to each other, whether there is a
strong story-line, whether the gender–power relation is exploitative or lopsided, the way
the female performers depict their pleasure (or the absence of it), the overall aesthetics
and set-up. In short, they categorize porn by what kind of sex is represented, and how it is
configured, which, for the informants, the distinction between how sex is constructed,
understood, imagined, and desired by female is necessarily different from that of men,
showing they are aware of the constructed difference that is informing their taste and
choice.

Furthermore, even though pornography can take a lot of different forms, such as
novels, drama, paintings, etc., and it is observed from the interviews that while some of
the informants use pornographic materials of other forms such as online slash fictions
[Note 4] as well as animations and manga, there was however a clear hierarchy in their
narrative regarding what is considered “pornography”. Even when the other materials
they use were also able to satisfy their needs for pornography, or to a greater extent than
pornographic video, yet throughout the interviews, it had been observed that
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pornographic video had been discussed as the orthodox form of pornography. Despite
many of the informants not finding it “sexy”, yet this type of porn is referred to as being
able to capture a certain sexual reality, while other forms of pornography are mere
fictional creation or entertainment. Further, even though they make a distinction between
male-oriented and female-oriented pornography, most informants discredit the latter as
“real pornography” for its lack of the “graphic and somewhat pointless sex” characteristic
of hardcore porn videos designed for straight male consumption, which begs the question:
Why is pornographic video of this kind the most preferred, or at least perceived as the
normative form of pornography, even for its unintended audience, or people who dislike
them? What gives this form of porn discursive importance and representativeness, if not
authority? And most importantly, what do all these tell us about how sex and sexuality
had been constructed for us?

Field of the pornographically-hence-sexually sensible

Regarding the relationship between porn and reality, and the importance of the
latter in the audiences’ perception of the former, Simon Hardy (2009) saw “pornographic
realism” as the defining characteristic and the source of appeal of pornography, meaning
that the more realistic pornography appears to be to the audience, the more attractive and
enjoyable the videos would be for them (2009, 5–8). But realism not only means the
performers looking like common people, or that the scenes are set in everyday settings, or
the performers’ actions are realistic in a sense that it is easily imitable or the
cinematography being explicit and graphic. This feature of being “realistic” is perceived
by many informants to mean that pornographic videos particularly of the realistic style
has capability to re-present real sex, and hence fits better their imagination and
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understanding of what “pornography” should be, or can be, as they are superior in terms
of realistic representation. The distinction between fiction as in what is considered “film”
versus “pornography” is important, because what it tells us is that on one level the
informants do not view “pornography” as fiction created by professionals as in Kung Fu
films are made by professionally trained martial artists, that while they are aware that it is
a performance, the performance can be – and in many ways expected to be – reenacted by
everyone, especially on the part of the women involved.

The fact that there is little teaching about sex (and how people should have sex)
creates the impression of “naturalness”, an impression found also in the official education
about sex, that it is “a natural thing that would come to you when you are in love” or “a
natural urge and expression of the desire for intimacy”, and that sex needs not to be
learned. While some of the performers in pornography have a different physique from the
average audience, for example male performers with unusually large penis or exaggerated
figures, but for female performers, there is no visible difference in terms of their sexual
organs. They are hence assumed (and advertised) to be “like everyone”, and what they
are performing – however skillfully and experienced – are supposedly “naturally” doable,
which added to the truth claim of their performance, as demonstrating “possible sex”.
While any sensible person surely will not attempt to learn how to get down from 10 th
floor to ground level from a Jackie Chan movie, pornography, in its full revealing
nakedness, offers the illusion of a naked magician – that they are not hiding anything up
their sleeves – they are really doing it, meaning that it is doable, and so you should be
doing it (or at least try).

In Visual Culture (1995) edited by Chris Jenks, “vision” is addressed and
discussed “as a social and cultural process”, and “the seen” is defined as “organized” but
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“implicitly” structured dimension of social relations. By this account, “what we see, and
the manner in which we come to see it, is not simply part of a natural ability”, but is
rather “intimately linked with the ways that our society has, over time, arranged its forms
of knowledge, its strategies of power and its systems of desire”. In their study on the taste
of Taiwanese men for Japanese adult videos, Wong & Yau (2012) seek to “move beyond
this reality–representation divide by arguing that the so-called reality is also discursively
constituted”, in other words, “not only pornographic representation but also the reality of
sex is culturally constituted […] the distinction between real sex and pornographic
representation vanishes not because pornographic representation is getting closer to real
sex but because ‘real’ sex is also culturally constituted” (Wong & Yau 2012, 412).
Furthermore, the distinction and border between “real” sex and pornographic
representation is questionable in the first place, and is becoming increasingly blurry
because pornographic representation, which is “the seen”, also constitutes part of our
sexual reality, and shapes discursively what real and proper sex act can be.

The fact that these very images are produced and circulated adds to the sense of
‘realism’ and representativeness, because as Jenks (1995) points out, the audiences are
also aware of the mechanism that constitutes “the seen”: by the mere fact that these
actions, narratives, and images are constantly produced, promoted, and circulated is in
itself a lesson about what constitute real, probable, and acceptable sex in the society,
whether in terms of narrative structure, gender configuration, or gender-sexual relation.
Further,

Conditions of comprehensibility
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Allegra W. Smith (2015) in her exploration of the differences between the
rhetorics in mainstream and feminist internet pornography, commented about the
preoccupation of existing porn studies with the rhetoric about porn, but lacking in
examinations of “pornographic media itself as an innately rhetorical artifact”. She
remarks that “in spite of their influential role in the creation of cultural and sexual
scripts”, “pornographic videos and communities remain a largely untouched site of
research within rhetoric and composition” (Smith 2015, ii). So how does porn speak to
the audience? Pornographic video, more than any other forms of pornography, conveys a
more compelling sense of realism not only as visual records that demonstrates sex in
action, but it also mobilizes and reinforces the discursive reality of “real sex” that forms
the basis of its narrative tools and structure.

Laura Mulvey wrote in "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" (1999) that
pornography had become more than just video records of bodies engaging in graphic
sexual acts, as it represents sexual cultures and values, producing and reproducing at the
same time sexual scripts and discourses through its visual and aural rhetoric (quoted in
Smith 2015, 19). What might seem to be outrageous and improbable at first glance might
reveal itself as an extrematized or dramatized version of existing sexual scripts after
closer examinations, and their resemblance in logic not only is what make them
comprehensible in the first place, it further give them a sense of realism, not only in the
sense how Hardy defines “pornographic realism”, but as representational and reflective of
a certain sexual truth and reality.

My informants understand the popularity of AV featuring the initiation of a young
and innocent woman are particularly popular among men as because the narrative
structure and sexual script of these AVs resembles what they perceive as the discursively
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mediated “real” sex, and their conceptualization of sexual ideal. This echoes with Wong
& Yau (2012) who stated that what contributes to the appeal of porn of the hardcore,
gonzo or “realistic” style lies in its resonance with what the audiences understand and
imagine to be real or proper sex, that they share the same sexual script and gender reality
– even if those are in fact merely ideals or myths about sex and gender – and this sharing
of cultural code is the very condition that makes these materials comprehensible for the
audience in the first place.

The combination of a realistic style, the echo with sexual reality off-screen, and
the need to seek reference or “education” in some young audiences, allows pornographic
video to triumph over other forms of pornography, and perhaps the normative form that
real pornography should take. Against recent attempts to raise literacy of pornographic
materials, “realistic” pornographic images are often consumed as some kind of “socially
accepted” re-presentations of what sex, sexuality, and gender are acceptable and possible
in a given culture and society, and are important in shaping and contributing to the public
discourse of sex. In other words, for many, pornography helps to define “what can
possibly be sexual for whom”. For the informants, ultimately, what is sexually possible is
not entirely up to them to explore and practice, but defined by what is socially and
culturally acceptable and permissible, and in their cases, the premise is pre-established
for them as they grow up learning the stigma and taboos regulating what constitute
socially acceptable, and more importantly, perceivable female sexual possibility.

Lesbians and (straight) porn
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Since the feminist sex wars, pro-porn liberal / lesbian / queer feminists seek to
reform pornography by bringing the feminist / queer perspective into porn-making, and
one unfortunate consequence is that when discussing porn, many naturally assume the
consumption of pornography by female / feminist or non-heterosexual audience to be of a
certain more “liberal” kind, as featured in works such as The Feminist Porn Book (2013).
Like the studies by Ryberg (2012, 2015), studies on queer (or more specifically lesbian)
spectatorship of pornography often place their focus on the viewing of queer porn by
queer spectators. Many credited queer porn or alternative porn for opening erotic
opportunities and had tremendous effect in helping sexual minorities build positive
self-image and identification, bringing them finally in touch with more diversified
representation and configurations of gender and sexuality that they can relate to.

However, while these studies are important to understand how queer culture and
expressions of queer sexualities interact, and to the sexual and cultural scene of their
respective contexts or their immediate circles, the influences of other kinds of
pornographic materials are less explored. I found in my study that it is important to note
the constraints on spectators imposed by conditions that affect information flow and
access, and factors such as class, ethnicity, local porn culture, and education. Not all
lesbians are exposed to the same materials, and being a lesbian does not mean one
automatically have access to information and knowledge such as queer theories and queer
porn. Identifying oneself as a lesbian does not always motivate or result in any actual
change in one’s media consumption habit and resources, let alone any more radical
change in one’s immediate environment and mediascape. Rather than looking out for or
watching queer porn, what I found is that many of the informants of this study had only
come across pornography which they identify as targeting mainstream straight male
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audiences, whether these videos depict sex between men and women, or between women,
and it is the main type of porn they consume.

Lesbians and queer porn

Quite a number of informants watch mostly mainstream heterosexual porn; even
though they are dissatisfied with what they can find and watch, they seldom seek out for
alternatives, or their search attempt ends with little success. When asked why they do not
look out for more “queer” options, most of them replied, “all porn is like that” or “they
are all more or less the same”. This public imagination of what is possible for porn being
male-oriented hardcore pornography curbed their attempts, or at least greatly discourages
them from searching for something different, to an extent that they would not even
imagine that there are alternatives. When I ask if they know about porn made by lesbians
for lesbian audiences, all of them were surprised, and replied that they have no
knowledge of the kind of porn I brought up, namely “feminist porn” and “queer porn”,
while recounting their frustrating experience in searching for “lesbian porn” only to stick
still with straight-male-oriented ones, like the boyish Dannie who asked: “Really? There
are actually people doing that?”

Although about ¼ of the informants studied in the Arts or Humanities discipline
in university, with some of them having taken courses on feminist, gender, or queer
theories. Surprisingly, only 1 out of all 25 informants reported that she once succeeded in
finding what resembles “queer porn”; but even so, Coo did it without prior knowledge
that the category exists. From my findings, it is obvious that identifying oneself as a
lesbian does not equate to or promise intimate knowledge of an a priori lesbian identity;
even if an alternative media space exists, there are few means by which the informants
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can access it other than by pure chance. As some of the informants commented, one
would not attempt to look for alternatives when one does not think or know that there can
be alternatives, as the boundary of imagination has also been limited, which echoes how
their perception of, and their subsequent reaction to gender, is on the outset limited by the
masculine/feminine binary.

Most informants do not perceive the lack of satisfactory finds as a problem with
the channel and means by which they access these porn, but a more fundamental problem
with porn itself, that “by definition, they are all the same”. While the Internet has been
described by many to be a sea of information free and open to all, but like swimming in
the dark, arguably one can only see as far as and as wide as your torch can shed light on:
how porn has been discursively constructed and valued, and how these information are
circulated, conditioned from the start by how they can access pornographic materials (by
particular keywords), where they can obtain them (mostly free-streaming websites), and
what they can access (search engine result by the keywords). I would further elaborate in
the following section on the technical limitations female users face when trying to access
porn.

This study seeks to fill in the gap of the influence of the continuous immersion in
mainstream pornoscape and usage of mainstream straight male-oriented porn on queer
audience, as these constraints in access or exposure to queer knowledge and materials, the
dominance of mainstream pornography in shaping the sexual imaginable, and the
resulting differences in configurations and understandings of gender, sexual identity, and
sexuality, are seldom addressed or discussed in queer studies and porn studies. I would
like to ask, if porn made for the mainstream heterosexual male audience has become the
dominant configurations of porn, how do these popularly circulated pornographic
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materials that are perceived to represent normative and possible sexuality and
gender-sexual scripts affect the identity and sexuality formation of these lesbians? How
does the biased depiction or systematic omission of female sexual pleasure and relatable
female same-sex sexual exchange affect their exploration, understanding, and
imagination of that of their own? What are their viewing positions and strategies, and
how do they come about?

In the following, I would first explain how technical limitations such as existing
perceptual framework and of sex and porn, and mental limitations such cultural
impression about porn and concern for political correctness would materialize in crippled
access and restricted exposure; further, I would examine how the social expectations and
configurations of female (and) sexuality would deter the informants from investing time
and energy in exploring porn concretely in practice, and then I would move on to more
detailed discussions on the mental conditioning of female and lesbian sexual scripts.

Conditioning access for girls who want to see porn

While it is true that home Internet service and personal computer to a certain
extent provide the informants with the technical means to explore different materials with
greater convenience than before they were easily available, new barriers arise.
Technological factors such as limitation posed by the way search-engines function, the
availability of content based on the technological literacy and online engagement level of
content contributors, alongside with existing social factors which does not evolve as
drastically as technology advances, such as the availability of discourses of
non-heterosexual or non-phallocentric possibilities of sex in daily life and media,
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continue to affect and limit the pornographic materials accessible for these informants.
The difficulty of finding porn is highlighted when compared to how easy it is for the
informants to find useful information about lesbian(ism), especially in recent years,
which probably contributed to the illusion and wide-spread belief of how accessible,
democratizing, and transparent the Internet is.

If we are the first generation growing up with the Internet (at different stages of
puberty), with theoretically all kinds of pornographic resources online, how is it that most
informants stick to more traditional and conventional pornographic materials? I argue that
despite the advancement in technology, more than ever, the circulation and access to
sexual knowledge determines the possibility of exposure to pornographic materials. Early
access to pornographic materials depended a lot on family and peer network, with the
physical circulation of VHS or VCDs, or printed pornographic materials. Kitty recalls
how she accidentally found her father’s porn video collection: “I was really young, in
primary school, and one day when I was looking around the house I found this box that
contains my dad’s porn collection, so when the next time there is no one in the house, I
put them on and watch it on my own. It really added to… what I was reading before, the
fung jyut baan (風月版, the adult section in newspaper) which my mum would use to
wrap vegetables, when pretending to help her out.” Carmen found that despite the
availability of personal computer and broadband, the “promise of freedom” offered by the
Internet is nonetheless still largely conditioned by the physical context of access and
viewing, such as the mode of familial relations, economic situation of the family, and the
spatiality of home:
“We always had our own rooms, me and my sister, and when it first
become common for people to have PCs, the computer is placed in my
room, but it is the only computer in the house, so it was like a public one
for everyone to use. Even though I was the one who is using it 95% of the
time, but you would always be worried that your parents might come in to
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use it, or that they would peek in to see what you are looking at out of
curiosity or concern, so it just wasn’t possible for me to watch porn very
often. It was not until I was in college that laptops became popular, and
everyone has their own computer, but at home privacy is still an issue, I
only really had my own undisturbed space when I moved to dormitory.”

Navigating a male-dominated pornoscape

Contrary to the popular belief that the wide and relatively anonymous accessibility
of porn in online environments has radically enhanced the circumstances under which
women can explore and develop their sexuality by having access and exposure to more
information and materials (Tzankova 2015), my findings shows that, since the mode of
information access on the Internet is by entering keywords to search engines, one could
explore it so much as you have the “access key”, and the rest relies on related content and
keywords the search engines suggest. Compared to the experience of going into a DVD
store and browse all the titles placed side by side on a shelf, searching for porn through a
search engine by typing in keywords is like going to the counter and directly request a
specific title. The former offers a more “unintentional” exposure, which is similar to how
the informants learn about the existence of lesbians rather naturally as schoolgirl lesbian
couples cruise about campus. The latter mode of access depends heavily on existing
knowledge of the intended search. For those who do not know the name of what they
might want to look for, in this case “queer pornography”, they have to resort to known
words like “lesbian porn” or “AV”, which link them to materials entirely different from
what they may intend to find. Most informants reported their experience of searching for
“lesbian porn” but getting “the same stuff you know that are made for men even though
there are two girls in it”, that are “no different from other generic mainstream
heterosexual porn”, containing more or less the same discourses on gender roles and
expressions of sexuality. Because they lack the correct keyword, their attempts ended up
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in failure as the notion “lesbian porn” is monopolized by male-oriented fakes, and would
never lead them to more relatable options.

Furthermore, for the informants, porn is assumed to be free, meaning that many
informants mentioned that it is unimaginable for them to pay for porn. One reason could
be with illegal online sharing (either in form of free streaming platforms or P2P sharing),
free porn are widely available, and their generation had come to be familiar with costless
pornography, unlike previous generations who had been through the stage of having to
buy porn on DVDs. Most of the porn production companies that are making “alternative”
or “niche” porn operate as view-on-demand platforms to ensure sustainability, and if the
informants do not conceptualize porn as something that should be paid for, this would
greatly reduce the possibility for them to be exposed to alternative materials.

As Wong & Yau (2014, 4) points out, technological advancement had
substantially affected the way pornography are obtained and consumed, and these
changes had profound impact on women’s relationship with pornography, both in terms
of exposure and consumption. When pornography was first shown as movies at small
cinemas, it would have been immensely difficult and inconvenient for women to view
pornography in such public setting. Later when VHS for home rental and purchase
became popular, followed by VCD and DVD, there are more opportunities for women to
“stumble” across them, as reported by Kitty, who went through her father’s secret
collection of porn DVDs. As the Internet had become the dominant channel for its
“accessibility,” “affordability,” and “anonymity” since the 2000s (Cooper, 1998, 187),
leading to increased availability of materials and also privacy and individualization of the
mode of viewing, it does not mean that everyone has equal access to and knowledge of all
the possible materials existing online. First, the major ways of obtaining free
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pornographies on the Internet, namely FTP technology (File Transfer Protocol) and P2P
technology (Peer to Peer), require a high level of technological skills to set up the
software, configure the system, optimize the port number, and solve various problems
one might encounter during file transfers.

All of my informants reported that they accessed pornography on streaming
platforms such as ThisAV (Hong Kong-based streaming platform, in Chinese), Pornhub
(non-local streaming platform, in English), or Youporn (non-local streaming platform, in
English), which all work like Youtube, meaning that the technical competency
requirement is bare minimum, and none of them had ever attempted using software like
Bit Torrent which is extremely common among men in Hong Kong as a channel to obtain
porn as the videos are often newer and of a higher video quality. While most of our
female informants were frequent computer users, not many of them were familiar with
FTP and P2P applications. In fact, none of our female informants have ever used either
FTP or P2P, not to mention to download porn. If they do need material or information via
FTP or P2P, they would likely ask their male friends or brothers for help. Most male
users I have interviewed reported that they use a combination of streaming platforms and
P2P downloading to obtain porn, yet none of the female informants mentioned BT as
their channel for obtaining porn. While asked if they think they are looking at the wrong
places, they did not bring up other non-streaming options as alternative means to explore
or access potentially different materials. Despite their apparent technical competency in
everyday computer usage, there are still barriers hindering their exploration of
pornography online.

Wong & Yau (2014) suggest that technical competency of Internet usage remains
rather gendered, and that it is still dominated by men. Even more important is that
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computing is perceived by the female informants to be a gendered skill, which is
something they need not or could not master as female. This belief not only lowered their
incentive to improve their computing skills, but also creates real barrier in terms of their
online participation, both in terms of sourcing through different platforms, and also
content contribution. As Yau & Wong (2010) discuss, pornography available to people in
a given social context has to through the process of recontextualization, such as
introducing subtitles and titles. The scope of porn introduced and made available to the
audience is selected and codified based on shared cultural code and existing sexual scripts.
Low participation of female users as content contributors would inevitably lead to
under-representation of their point of view and the availability of what might otherwise
be appealing to them. That is to say, technological factors such as the limitation posed by
the way search engine works, the availability of content based on the technological
literacy and online engagement level of content contributor, affects and limits the
pornographic materials these lesbians can come into contact with. Instead of a guarantee
of sexual liberation, for the informants, more often than not their experience proves to be
a frustrating and alienating one. As Olga Marques (2014, i) quoted: “if women reject the
freedom to enjoy pornography and even male cheesecake, it must be because – no matter
what permissions society gives us – women do not want it” (Abramson and Pinkerton
1995: 184), which could be adequately answered by Wong & Yau’s observation: even if
women are technologically equipped, “they will still encounter problems instigated by the
local gender norms and the local configurations of sexual beings” (Wong & Yau 2014, 4)
that hinder them from utilizing their technological competence to explore and develop
beyond taught configurations of gender and sexuality, which I would explore further in
the coming sections.
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Engendering porn consumption

The reliance on streaming platforms as the main (or only) channel for porn viewing
implies more than just gendered limitations to technology; it also reveals a difference in
how the informants, as girls, conceptualize sexual need and gratification, consumption
motivation and pattern, which would help us understand the content and influence of
gendered sexual scripts which we would explore further in the following section [Note 5].
Accessing and consuming pornographic videos via streaming platform versus P2P
downloading is evident of very different demand and ways of consuming porn:
pornographic videos available on streaming platforms, which my informants rely heavily
on, are usually shorter, like excerpts that range from 10 to 30 minutes, while videos
available on P2P platforms (e.g. BT seeds), which is commonly used among male users,
would range somewhere between 90 minutes to a few hours, because what are uploaded
are usually the complete DVD, or a collection of DVDs, or a compilation of audition or
test footage for production use. What they would get are feature-length pornographic
videos, even though the videos are usually watched with a lot of skipping and
fast-forward. To decide which to download, they would be judging and choosing based
on the information given in the title of the link, description of the video, and the images
(usually the cover and back-cover of the DVD) attached. Downloading videos through
BT seeds, depending on the speed of network, usually entails delayed consumption. For
example, it is very common for male consumers to download several seeds in one-go and
wait for individual videos to finish downloading which they would save on their
computer, the waiting time ranging from several minutes to a few hours. While the
availability of porn for delayed consumption might not be as equally important to every
user, what I would like to highlight in this method of obtaining porn is that it requires
preparation and planning for delayed consumption and satisfaction, has to be done on
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habitual basis, is closely tied to regular usage, or at least the anticipation of continuous
future consumption; in this case, we can assume this mode of porn consumption is closely
associated with the habit of regular masturbation, the close association between
masturbation and porn usage, as well as the perceived need for habitual masturbation
among local young men, but not young women.

Compared to male users who obtain porn by P2P technology, our informants access
and view porn almost exclusively on streaming platforms, which is popular among most
female users. The consumption is immediate (at most it takes a few minutes to preload
for smoother viewing) the same way you would watch a video on Youtube, and it can be
something spontaneous without planning and preparation ahead. If pre-loading videos
implies anticipation of future use and habitual consumption, then spontaneous access,
immediate gratification, and not having the video downloaded and stored on your
computer could imply less committed and non-habitual use, and minimal investment in
the activity of masturbation and fantasizing, or even that in the sexual aspect of life.

For the informants, like Carmen and Coo, while they are quite positive about their
sexuality and suggest that they lead quite an active sex life with their partner, they
consider the habit of masturbation as not compelled or unnecessary for them. Carmen
says:
“It is quite dull and meaningless, I mean, yes, you would feel good, but what
is the point of doing this alone? When I am not in a relationship, I masturbate
very infrequently. It is as if you don’t to pay much attention of your sex. It is
when you have a girlfriend, but you can’t be with her when you feel horny,
then you would need to masturbate. For me, if you have someone to have sex
with, there is no need for masturbation.”
Here, we can see a tendency to compare the different pleasure of masturbation with that
of sexual intercourse, rather than distinguishing them as two different pleasures; for
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Carmen, the two are mutually exclusive. Masturbation is, in this case, perceived by
Carmen as the less desirable and less pleasurable form of sex, which she takes as a
temporary substitution for “real” and “meaningful sex”, the sexual exchange with her
partner, echoing how she describes the stimulus of porn as being the inferior substitution
for the pleasure of actual masturbation. There is also the implication of how the habit of
masturbation is an unnatural substitution for intimate exchange in a “healthy”
relationship.

The proper place for porn, and sex

Most informants perceive porn usage as more than merely serving sexual function,
but is indicative of the overall moral standing and self-control as a person. While
masturbation might not always serve only as a way to fulfill sexual need, and could
function as a way of exploring one’s body and getting to know oneself more, as past-time
or pressure relief, to give only a few reasons informants mentioned as “the use of
masturbation”, yet throughout the interviews, they tend to distance themselves from
“physical-need” based acts of masturbation, showing disdain for the “compulsive
masturbation” they recognized as to be symptomatic of male sexuality, which are read as
signs of inability and unwillingness to control one’s sexual impulse, showing immaturity
and irresponsibility, and well as being too animalistic and lustful, ignoring the more
emotional and spiritual side of sex. When discussing their own porn usage, they would
resort to explanations such as that they perceive themselves as less interested in and
needing of sex, that as girls they are “less sexual” or “lustful” than men, and thus have
less demand or need for pornography and for masturbation.
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When cross-comparing this consumption pattern with how the informants
describe their perceiving female as having low demand for porn as they have little need
for masturbation, and by extend sexual stimulation and satisfaction, it reveals what
motivates (and deters) the informants in terms of porn usage, which is closely linked to
their understanding of masturbation and its relation to sex, and ultimately the sexual
judgment about how to desire properly, and what constitutes desirable, meaningful, and
fulfilling sex for a female. To further complicate this, I have observed in other parts of
the discussions the simultaneous attempts to limit the use of porn/masturbation to that of
sexual fulfillment, and to set up the mutually exclusive relationship between
porn/masturbation and sex, in order to differentiate physical-need driven sexual
fulfillment from relational sex. Hynie et al.’s (1998) study of male and female
undergraduates, which showed women to take up more relational sexual scripts in
comparison with men, is echoed in my findings which point to the fact that for the
informants, the need for sex (and the exploration of it) is closely tied to the status of
being in a relationship, as most of them describe female sexual desire and need as
relational, rather than sex- or body-driven.

Throughout the interviews, sexual need and pornography have been equated, and
consumption of pornography and masturbation is seen as a sign of not being able to
control one’s “less noble” sexual impulse. As Carmen mentioned the one time when she
ran into what looks like “alternative porn”, but as soon as she saw that it is an
view-on-demand website, she went on to explore somewhere else:
“I remember there was once I think I might saw something like you describe,
but then I saw that I would have to pay for it, it doesn’t make sense to me to
have to pay, it’s not like I really have to watch it, so I just left the website. I
understand that people do not make porn for free, of course, workers need to
get paid, but then it’s not like I really need to watch it to an extent that I am

211

willing to pay for it, so. It’s just porn, it doesn’t make sense to pay. I don’t
need porn that much.”
In this case, Carmen views paying for porn as a manifestation of uncontrollable sexual
impulse or desire, that one’s monetary concern or “reason” fails to overcome one’s
lusting over something illusive (such as pornographic video), which imply unhealthy
commitment and lack of self-control, underlying a negative moral connotation that does
not fit into how proper (female) sexuality should be.

Olga Marques (2014) pointed out how spectatorship of pornography is socially
constructed, and the social meaning of using pornography weigh as much, or even more
than, the sexual use. For the Taiwanese women interviewed by Wong & Yau (2014),
even though they show an interest in pornography, the local gender norms and gendered
sexual scripts effectively prevent them from accessing porn or devote more time and
effort to explore their sexuality, as they are aware of the expectations and stigmas
attached. As Marques (2014) pointed out, women are traditionally not the intended
recipients of pornographic materials, nor are they imagined as active spectators, and this
is a view actually shared by a number of informants. It had been repeatedly mentioned by
many informants during the interviews that except in early puberty, they never really feel
the urge or need for pornography, because they do not have the sexual urge or need that
calls for the use of porn to satisfy.

Pornography, for most informants, serves as an education tool or a source of
information (Ling, Carmen, Coo, Bao’s girlfriend, Fiona), and some mentioned that they
would use pornography in their relationship to communicate their preferences and
explore their sexuality with their partners (Queenie, Harriet, Coo), others said they
consume porn for arousal and sexual stimulation (Bao, Carmen, Queenie, Mushroom),
and even others reported recreational use (Yan, Susie) with watching porn as a pastime or
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for a good laugh. What struck me was the way some informants discuss their disinterest
and low demand in pornography in relation to their sexuality, that there are periods of
time when there is no need to attend to their own sexual appetite, that as if their sex do
not exist, had disappeared, or has been put away, and they would have a minimal need to
explore their own bodies, to masturbate, or to watch porn, until they are in a relationship
(again). In their narrative, it seems that sex is a verification of relationship, just as
relationship is the verification of identity.

Informants in the previous chapter mentioned how they hesitate to proclaim their
lesbian identification until they manage to enter a relationship, as the verification of their
sexual orientation and identity. Ling, who had remained single for over 28 years, said that
she never feels the need to take care of her sex, because sexual need was never pressing
or noticeable, and she never saw the need to explore her own body. It was until she
finally met someone and considered beginning a relationship last year that she “saw the
need to figure things out”. She turned to porn for education:
“I was really a blank piece of paper, I have never touched myself or anything,
wasn’t interested and didn’t feel the need to. It was as if my sex didn’t exist
before. I have zero idea about anything, but now that I am in a relationship
I’ll need to do it (have sex), then I need to know. So I watch porn to get to
know how it’s done, how else can I find out?”
For Ling, being in a relationship marks the beginning of her sexual being; for many of the
informants, the situation is not as extreme, but the need to fulfill one’s sexual need (or to
have sexual need in the first place) and to explore sex is nonetheless almost exclusively
causally related to a relationship. Bao is a self-proclaimed “passionate consumer” of porn,
and regularly uses it for sexual stimulation, yet her ex-girlfriend is sexually inexperienced
and passive:
“She really knows nothing, zero, blank. After a while I got really fed up with
her poor skills and recommended some porn to her so that she can learn
something, now that she is with someone and needs to have sex. It’s not
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okay to refuse to learn, as you have a partner and a relationship to manage. I
guess for many girls, they really rely on porn in order to figure things out.”
In both cases, being in a relationship foregrounds one’s status as a sexual being, and
creates the need for sexual fulfillment, sex-related knowledge, and finally porn. On one
hand, pornography is used here to serve a sexual purpose – to communicate sexual
preference, enhance sexual knowledge, etc. – but on the other hand, we can see how the
use of porn, and by extension, the acknowledgment and exploration of one’s sexuality
and desire, is perceived by both Ling and Bao as only justifiable in the context of a
(committed) relationship.

Negotiating spectatorship

While the informants seek out for porn, they are at the same time consciously
aware of the sexual politics and gender-sexual script involved in the choice and
consumption of pornography, and the interactive relationship between pornographic
representation of sex and their sexual reality, meaning that the sexual and gender reality
in a given social context determines not only what is comprehensible and appreciable
pornographically and sexually, but also encode porn choices as potential political
gestures for or against dominant notions of sex and gender. Bao describes her own usage
of porn as a means to “fight ignorance”, that she seeks to empower herself with “sexual
knowledge” to combat the systematic efforts to bar girls away from being in contact with
their sex and sexuality: “Without sufficient knowledge, they would not feel in control,
leaving them powerless and prone to manipulation”. Many informants reported similar
awareness of the potential of defiance in the action of using porn, either to defy the
“non-sexual girl” or “good girls don’t watch porn” stereotypes, or to combat ignorance by
equipping oneself with knowledge.
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However, while many informants describe porn viewing as an attempt to combat
the lack of representation of female sexuality and the limits imposed by society on
females to sexual knowledge, an act of rebellion to combat the systematic omission and
denial of female sexuality and lesbian sexual pleasure, more often than not, situated in
this particular pornoscape, this attempt is held back by the pre-existing limitation of
available options of porn as an institution, and for many reasons, they cannot assume the
position of spectator easily or comfortably. As Marques (2014) rightly reminded us,
mainstream pornography are also malestream pornography in a sense that they are not
designed for female audience, a fact of which the informants themselves are aware,
acknowledging that this misfit is real. There was even one occasion where mosaic is
preferred by a few informants because they think “penises are gross” (adjectives in
Cantonese such as 核突, 樣衰, 嘔心, 肉酸 had been used). Coo says: “I am very sure
that it is not my cup of tea, it’s kind of relieving not having to see it so clearly because it
is quite distracting as it is unappealing”, so being able to not see it so clearly help them to
enjoy the video more. They also point out actual difficulties such as the pervasiveness of
male-oriented pornography in presence (“the sheer number of it and how constantly you
run into them”) and the lack of alternative (“I don’t know what else can there be, plus
they are really hard to find”). Carmen recounted her experience of watching these
so-called “lesbian porn”:
“Almost all the porn I found that call themselves ‘lesbian porn’ are really
obviously made for men – the girls have heavy make-up and long finger-nails,
and they use the dildo all the time. What’s worse is that there is always a guy
coming out of nowhere to join the girls at the end, this is completely bizarre
and unrealistic. It’s just for male fantasy, you know it because you never see a
TB in those porn.”
Even though they are not relatable, she managed to find some enjoyment nonetheless:
“If the action sequences do not interest me, then I would just watch it for the
girls, if they are pretty to look at, it would still be okay for me, but of course
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then I won’t feel horny anymore, it would be like aesthetically pleasing. But
even when I watch porn, I would also look out for their setting, like
decorations which would make the whole scene feel more sexy, or little plot
tricks, so I can use when I go out on a date with my girlfriend.”

From the interviews, there is an observable difference between how self-identified
TB informants and more feminine informants describe and perceive their viewing
experience. For the self-identified TB informants, as from the example of Carmen above,
they tend to be more able to assume the position of the gazer comfortably and quickly.
The amount of effort they have invested into negotiating their gender expression seems to
have effectively distanced themselves from the feminine performers onscreen; while this
does not mean that they automatically occupy or identify with the position of the active /
dominating male performers or the male gaze, they seem to be less involved or
emotionally affected by the representations of gender power imbalance onscreen. One
can assume that the continuous negotiation and struggle against the constraints of
normative femininity (and masculinity), and to a large extent being able to “have it their
way”, have given them more confidence, which might not be the case for some of the
more feminine informants.

For the more feminine informants and those who had bi-sexual experience, they
show a more acute awareness of and deeper concern for the power relations of the
performers, and it is a key factor determining their level of enjoyment in the viewing
process. This could also be a reason why they tend to be more open to gay porn, as
Mushroom explains:
“It feels more equal, and the pleasure mutual. It’s not like a man with a
woman, the male performers are on equal footing. Looking at them
jumping on each other, the problem about power doesn’t bother me as
much, and I can enjoy the action.”

216

However, this should not be seen as merely the result of different subjects and hence
different viewing positions, simplifying the conditionings of normative social gender as
well as lesbian gender sub-system into naturalized division such as “TB versus feminine
lesbians”, but a reflection of the many situational and contextual conditionings that
informed their viewpoints in different ways.

When asked about “female-friendly” or “female-oriented” porn, the informants
questioned if the so-called “female-oriented” pornography are necessarily appealing for
female audience. According to the definition of Allegra Smith (2015), which also fit the
descriptions of the informants, most of the "female-friendly" porn options offered on
mainstream porn websites are not substantially different from their less “female-friendly”
options, but only more polished and detailed in terms of cinematography, setting, length
of conversation, and time-allocation of tropes. “Content for women on free pornography
websites typically mirrors many of the tropes evident in other pornographic content […]
but is presented with a greater attention to aesthetic detail. These videos feature more
elaborate sets, trendier wardrobes, softer focus and more lens filters, but generally
reproduce similar content and scripts aside from these cinematographic considerations”
(Smith 2015, 3). Jin among a few other informants describes these porn advertised as
female-friendly as “boring”:
“It’s a nice thing that they are trying to make something different, I like
that they are paying much more attention to the story and how the
characters relate to each other, and the emphasis of safe sex, the guy is also
much more gentle – but you see the same kind of innocent girl, the same
story of sexual initiation, and the girl never really seems to enjoy it
anyway – with the same story line, I prefer one that is more action packed,
this is just boring, they kept on talking but nothing happens. I don’t know
if it’s too mean, maybe it’s because I got used to the usual stuff, I feel like
it’s what porn should be like, but those female-friendly porn, am I
supposed to like it?”
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They challenge the essentialization of “female taste” and “female sexuality”, while
acknowledging at the same time the influence of normative formulation of sexuality on
their conceptualization of sex and porn which they are aware of.

Lesbian reading?

If identification with characters and sexual script in narratives are the major ways
pornography speaks to the audience, then the spectatorship of lesbian audience of
mainstream pornography is deemed complex and ambiguous. How do the informants
with different identifications and roles approach porn and make sense of it, and to
navigate their sexuality through / against it? Informants find it difficult to negotiate their
gaze: as a regular consumer of popular media, their conceptualization of what porn is has
been largely defined; as women, they are aware of the power relationship and gender
expectations in the real world from their daily experience, and cannot refrain from
reading their experience of gender and power into the materials; while as lesbians their
same-sex desire and gender positioning make it even harder to find an anchor point for
pleasure and meaning in most mainstream porn.

However, just as some informants try to negotiate their viewing position by
appropriating elements in porn to their own enjoyment or purpose, like in Carmen’s case,
other informants offered insightful information as to how conventional sexual scripts and
gender roles can be appropriated and subverted through a lesbian reading. Fagen and
Anderson’s study (2012) explores a contradiction of cultural sexual scripts. They
interviewed 20 men who reported unwanted sexual experiences with women, and found
that they took up gatekeeping sexual scripts in these specific scenarios in response to the
unwanted sexual advances. Although gatekeeping is traditionally an aspect of feminine
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sexuality, associated with passivity, vulnerability, and shame, the men in their study
understood their practices of gatekeeping as “agentic and ultimately masculine” (Hauck
2015, 10).

The interpretation and negotiation of roles often also comes with empowering
creativity, as in Sinnott’s study (2004), in which the Thai toms interpret it as the duty of
the masculine party in the relationship to be providing and fulfilling the need and
pleasure of the feminine party. It echoes with what Coo learned when she was watching
porn:
“When I saw the man doing all that, I come to realize that it is the man’s
duty to give and provide pleasure, and ultimately, his success or his ability
rest upon the pleasure of the woman. If the woman does not enjoy, then he is
nothing. His value and role is to take care of the woman’s need.”
In the case of the masculine informants of this study, the gender sexual script of female as
a caretaker is integrated and carried over to their appropriating of the masculine in the
model of “active-male / passive-female”, and the agency of the active party is understood
not as dominance but as care-giving or service. While the masculine party might occupy
the position of the giver, seemingly in control and dominating, it is only when the
feminine party’s need is fulfilled that their masculinity is validated. On one hand we can
criticize this viewpoint as stemming from the misogynistic assumption of the inferiority
of the female party, but it can also be seen as an alternative take on traditional masculine
script, if we can ever tell which is really the case.

Conceptualizing lesbian sexuality as female-gendered sexuality
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As I have written in the previous chapter, sex education and gender education are
intertwined, interactively shaping and disciplining one another. Sexual scripts rely
heavily on gender for their construction (Gagnon 1990; Jackson 2007), and Kimmel
(2007) describes gender and sexuality as “mutually reinforcing”. Elizabeth Carol Hauck
(2015) pointed out that many studies show that “men and women develop differing
sexual scripts that influence their behavior, interactions and emotions regarding sex”, and
suggested that this is in fact the result of the systematic differences in treatment and
exposure of men and women “in regards to information about: anatomy and biology,
sexual responsibility and risk taking, sexual desire, virginity and abstinence” (Hauck
2015, i), in formal sex education programs as well as other sources outside of school such
as media, peer, and family. In this study, while some of the informants would consciously
choose porn that offers a more positive portrayal of female sexuality, and would go into
length critiquing what they perceive to be limitations and controls on female sexuality
and pleasure, it was observed that overall, normative gender stereotypes and
corresponding sexual scripts are constantly referred to by almost all informants. While
there are occasions of conscious rebellion and rejection, throughout the discussion it was
evident that informants still discuss their gender expression and sexual conduct with
reference to them. They show awareness and acknowledge (hetero)sexual expectations
for the female gender in the form of external pressure from family or society at large, but
even more prominently, as I have observed, such awareness does not guarantee freedom
from them.

Friedman (2000) and Evans (1997) demonstrated that even though sexual
discourses underwent great changes in the greater Chinese region since 1949 with the
spread of socialist ideals of equality and further in Hong Kong society during the
industrial and economic boom in mid-60s, “little of this suggests any real challenge to the
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active-male/passive-female model generally explained through natural biological
structures” (Evans 1997, 10). The model still proves itself to be fundamental in
contemporary discourses of sex and gender. Friedman (2000, 14) further found that in
Southern China, social construction of female sexuality is still largely bounded by the
discourse of ‘reprosexuality’, “in which women are not expected to be candid about their
sexual pleasure” (Wong & Yau 2010, 39). While the socially acceptable sexual script for
women would be to remain ignorant, inexperienced, and passive with regard to sex, even
when they actively embrace casual sex, or sexually active homosexuality relationship as
in this case, in their self-narratives they still feel “compelled to maintain their ‘chaste’
women image”, suggesting that despite the substantial change in their sexual behaviors
and relationship pattern, their fundamental perceptions and self-expectations as women
has changed very little (Wong & Yau 2010, Ho & Tsang 2012). Female sexual scripts
have profound influence in conditioning what is possible for lesbians, either as a
continuation of, or conscious reaction against it.

For the informants of this study, I have observed that for most of them, what they
have learned about local gender norms and how “sexual subjects” have been
conceptualized had lead them to think that they as female should not and are not sexual
(as men), and feel more comfortable presenting themselves that way as they are
conscious of the social stigma against women’s sexuality, which they themselves also
contribute to maintain by making sexual judgements and comments. However, they make
quite different comments about expressions of sexuality onscreen and off-screen, and
measure their own expressions by a very different standard as they grade the sex
performed in porn. As discussed earlier on, when discussing and rating pornographic
videos, the informants usually rate by the level of openness and enthusiasm, how
proactive and aggressive female performers are, and the power balance between the male
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and female performers in the scenarios. They generally are more positive towards clips
that feature strong female characters, giving them more credit as on moral or ethical
grounds as they seem to be “more equal” and “less oppressive and demeaning”. But when
discussing their personal usage habit and preference, they often remark that the “Western
style” videos are not too appealing or attractive for them, as the women are often too
aggressive for their taste as an object of desire, and it’s less engaging for them as the
performers appear to them as “doing sports rather than having sex, it’s very athletic and
intense, like they are working out, so it’s not very sexy”.

While some informants praise the aggressive performance of actresses in
“Western” porn, what we can see is that they are aware of the political correctness of
more active female participation in sex, and of projecting oneself as a sexually liberated
young female / lesbian, while their actual preference of materials differs. What is
interesting is how they contradict themselves: the praise for “Western porn” is often
followed by the remark that distance themselves from the perceived “negative image”
entailing those materials, to “clarify” that they are by-and-large still “proper women” who
practice “normal healthy sex”, quoting Carmen:
“But I am not like that, it’s too much for me. You know, me and my
girlfriend, we are just like kindergarten level, we do the normal things, just
the simple and basic things, not hardcore like them.”
While she shows approval for the strong female performer in “Western porn” as a gesture
of support for gender balance, she is on the other hand aware of the public incorrectness
of overtly sexual women in real life, which explains how she distances her own sexual
practice from her apparent porn choice, limiting the latter as only representational of her
sexuality as a political or social stance separated from her personal life, maintaining her
status as a progressive yet properly sexual female in the normative sense.
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What is at work here is how social expectations are internalized as
self-expectations, working as a regulatory force of their self-perception of identity, which
beyond personal preference, created a mental boundary for the informants as to the things
they are allowed to and can possibly enjoy. During the analysis, I find Gayle Rubin’s
(1984) framework of the “charmed circle” and Ho & Tsang’s (2012) elaboration on it
very helpful in helping us see the ambiguous or sometimes even conflicting subject
positions the informants occupy. While in theory, the informants occupy outlined
positions in the sexual hierarchy as they are neither heterosexual nor married, and their
sex is not reproductive (152-154), in their self-narrative, however, they tend to project
and perceive themselves to be occupying the central position of the “charmed circle”.
That is, the informants perceive themselves either already occupying the position on the
good side of the line, and make sexual judgment of others and themselves by the very
standard that accords their sexual acts immoral and hence bad and unacceptable. While
they have a very strong awareness of what counts as “good” or “bad” sex in Rubin’s
sense, they try their best to adjust or narrate their sex so that it would fit in what they
consider acceptable and proper.

Having learned a particular sexual script, even though the informants in this study
made the conscious choice of transgressing the line between good and bad in terms of
sexual identity and practice, they are still inclined to cling to normative standard of
gender and sexual judgment. For example, some informants would refer to their sex as
“normal sex” in comparison to what they consider “bad” such as sadomasochism or
polygamy. It is quite common among informants to stress their normality and how they
are obliging the mainstream moral sexual code, alluding to the requirements of “good sex”
such as being relational and based on emotional connection, monogamous and faithful, or
to claim “purity” by suggesting they that they do not have much sex-related knowledge,
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low in sexual demand, and stressing their non-aggressiveness in sexual interactions. It is
observed how their self-narrative and projection about their sex and sexuality, despite
conscious deviation from the perceived “norm” expected of them, they nonetheless
displayed traits and value judgments that are characteristic of the very system they are
turning away from. On one hand, this can be read as signs that confirm the deep-rooted
influence of normative configuration of proper femininity on lesbian sexuality, and on the
other hand, it can be seen read as a strategy they have adopted to make their existence
more “publicly correct” (Kam 2011) hence socially acceptable.

Some ways of desiring are more proper than others

As discussed above, sexual scripts define the subject and object of desire, and the
proper way to desire. So how do the informants perceive their positions and describe their
sexual interactions? While most of the more masculine informants emphasize their
activeness and role of initiation, both in terms of initiating their partner and the one to
make sexual request, and describe their feminine partners as being quite laid-back,
passive, and disinterested, both the more masculine and feminine informants tend to
describe themselves, especially when compared to men, as “less sexual”, meaning they
have a lesser need for sex, focus more on emotional and spiritual aspect of sex rather than
pure physical pleasure, and that sex is considered to be important and fitting in the
context of a relationship, as something that would enhance the bonding between partners.
This echoes with the ideal of “proper women” as being less “animalistic” and more
“human’-like”, more bound to cultural constraints, focusing on the spiritual as their sex is
“non-ordinary, and thus unnecessary and containable”:
“[I]t follows that women must be ‘passive’ in sex. Passivity means that
women need not actively pursue sex, because sex is simply not a necessary
or ordinary thing for them. Given that women do not ‘need’ sex in the first
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place, there is no need for them to be active in the actual sex. On the
contrary, women are supposed to be passive, waiting to be led and guided.
As passive recipients of sex, women also do not need to pursue sexual
knowledge or to consume pornography”. (Wong & Yau 2012, 418)
Certainly the informants in many ways display consciousness of these limitations, and are
taking active actions against their lack of sexual knowledge and disconnection with their
sex resulting from cultural denial; through reaching out to porn for self-education, they
are of course at the same time rebelling against the common notion of women taking no
interest in porn or sex. However, after taking a closer look, certain teachings about female
sexuality had shaped the way they conceptualize lesbian sexuality, and how they
materialize their desire in their actual sexual interactions.

The first concerns their impressions concerning the properness, and further,
political implications of vaginal sex and clitoral pleasuring. During the interviews, many
informants questioned or expressed concern about the implication of power in vaginal
intercourse / penetrative sex / vaginal pleasure, both with men and in lesbian sex. While
they describe themselves as not familiar with feminism or queer studies, their choosing
clitoris over vagina as the ideal or even politically correct place for female, especially
lesbian, to seek sexual pleasure and fulfillment is telling us something interesting. Unlike
the view shared by Freud and many others who established vaginal intercourse as the
“proper” and “advanced” way for female to gain sexual pleasure through complete
reliance on men, dismissing clitoral pleasuring as the undesirable remnant of infantile
autoeroticism, they choose the clitoris as a reaction against the claim. Rather than as a
deliberate reaction to Freud, their preference should be understand better as stemming
from the deep-rooted shaming and fear associated with the female genital, as this part of
their body has been discursively constructed for them “vulnerable, dangerous, and out of
control” that is prone to “potential dangers and contaminations” (Ho & Tsang 2012, 71).
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This fear for contaminations and intrusion can range from hygiene issues to pregnancy,
which the girls are taught to think of as their responsibility to scrutinize and safeguard.
From local Education TV program to experience at the clinic, any infection and illness of
the genital area is seen as the same as catching sexually transmittable disease, which is
synonymous with moral questionability, irresponsibility, laziness, promiscuity, and
incapability to safeguard the “cleanliness and purity” (Ho & Tsang 2012, 70) of one’s
genital, both in the actual and metaphorical sense, has direct and severe consequence of
undermining their social standing.

The female genital, unlike the female breasts which had been fetishized as the
focus of sexual attention, are “given a disproportionately negative appraisal”. Instead of
being the marker of female sexuality, the female genital has been symbolically
constructed as the unspeakable source of trouble, especially the vagina, which is often
described as “dirty, wet, disorganized, and smelly”, not unlike the back alley of a
glamorous neighborhood. The inconvenience and shame associated to menstruation
added to the image of the vagina as being “easily contaminable” and “uncontrollable”,
making it the prime symbol and physical manifestation and embodiment of female
limitation, weakness, and vulnerability. Female genital shaming is so deep-rooted that
most informants do not view their own genital in positive light; rather than being proud or
liking this body part, many of the informants expressed dislike for their own genitals, let
alone finding it sexy. When lesbian identity is not only about sexual object choice but
also position of desire, it would not be hard to imagine that such negative relationship
with the vagina would have an effect on associating it with desire and pleasure.
Especially evident when discussing masturbation, their negative impression of their
genital discourages quite a few of them from exploring their own bodies even when they
grew more curious about sex and their sexuality. This threat of falling from grace by
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failing to maintain one’s cleanliness and chastity is still influential in shaping how the
informants’ perceive their body and sex, by marking their genital and body as something
that cannot and should not be touched by the girl herself, created a mental barrier
preventing a lot of informants from establishing a closer relationship with their body, and
as we can see throughout the chapter, effectively discouraged their interest and
investment in exploring and developing their sex in general.

Further, the negative association of the vagina with moral questionability and
threat extends to how the act of penetration is discursive constructed in both the
heterosexist and lesbian context. Even when vaginal penetration has been regarded as the
normative and only proper form of sexual intercourse, girls are nonetheless discouraged
from exploring it. Exploring or inserting into the vagina is seen as morally degrading,
unclean, and perverted for the girl to do to herself, as can be seen in the social stigma
against the use of tampons in Hong Kong, which a number of informants describe as
“awkward” and “scary”, as Yan said, “I never liked having anything in my vagina, I think
it’s unnatural and painful”. There is also an association between allowing “something to
be in the vagina” with the tendency to accept penetrative sex by men, which in a way puts
into question the “authenticity” of their lesbian-ness. It is because from what they have
learned about the vagina’s role in sex, the vagina should be passively waiting to be
initiated by a male party, and penetrated by nothing but a male penis. Also, allowing
penetration by anything other than the penis is seen as a substitution for the “real thing”,
and it is seen as a sign of the girl’s loose moral. In this understanding of the vagina, there
is no place for women’s self-exploration.

Since the phallus is the only legitimate thing to be going into the vagina, and
penetration by a penis is the only legally recognized form of sexual intercourse, it poses a
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haunting threat to the vagina, and the personhood of women by extension. Unwanted,
unnecessary, or improper vaginal intercourse could lead to the destruction of personhood
and moral standing of a girl, materialized in the form of STDs or pregnancy or sexual
violence. As Kitty says:
“At school and in all TV program they tell you how to say No, and how
miserable you will be if you fail to ‘protect yourself’. If you get raped or
got pregnant, it is only the female’s reputation and personhood that would
be harmed. They teach us to think that girls are the one who are
responsible for safeguarding their body. It is their responsibility to say No,
hence any violation of that would be either allowed or desired by the girl,
which reflect badly on the girl’s moral standing, or to put it simply, you
cannot want things, but if bad things happen to you, it’s your fault.”
This lesson of fear might be the reason for the mistrust and fear of the phallus and the
idea of penis and vaginal intercourse among the informants, both as girls and lesbians.
The subsequent disregard of vagina and penetrative sex could stem from this association
between power imbalance, oppression, and exploitation with penetrative / vaginal sex, as
well as it being a reminder of female submission in sex, hence the preference for clitoral
pleasure, in whose place vaginal pleasure is disregarded as contaminated by heterosexism.
This conditioning of fear and disgust directed towards the vagina alienates the informants
from their own bodies, and hugely limits their sexual exploration and fulfillment. Further,
penetrative sex, within the discursive context of hetero/homo dichotomization, as will be
elaborated further in the following section, is perceived as demeaning and
moral-devaluing, which implies submission to phallocentric domination, hence making
clitoral pleasuring a more politically correct choice.

Conditions and politics of choice

228

As discussed earlier, porn, especially pornographic video, designates “what can
possibly / properly be sexual for whom”, namely the sexual subject, the sexual object,
and the ways of desiring. Situating the notion of porn choice within the context of
investigations about lesbian spectatorship of porn, rather than “straight vs. queer porn”, it
is interesting to see how this mental separation is manifested in the predominance of
categorizing porn as either Japanese AVs or “Foreign / Western porn”, and the
informants’ choosing one over the other as an expression of their projection of self. In the
interviews I have conducted, rather than basing their comments on actual viewing
experience, more often the distinction between “Western porn” and Japanese AVs are
made based on impressions of cultures and their value systems, which for them
symbolize different sexual judgments and standards of properness and acceptability. This
echoes the study by Wong & Yau (2014) in which they found that the ‘vivid’ image their
female informants had about American and Japanese pornographies comes more often
from their impression than actual experience of pornography viewing.

Othering as a choice?

In my interviews, the seemingly obvious distinction in place of origin is in fact a
mish-mash of perceived racial attributes and sexual possibilities, as “Western porn” is
referred to those that features what really is a vague pool of non-Asian and non-Black
looking group of performers, who speaks an unspecified language, with an unspecific
country of origin. “Western” or “Foreign” here functions as a category of imagination, of
indicating Otherness, something that does not belong to, and are not possible or not
allowed in one’s own culture. Their impression of Euro-American pornography as
empowering or liberating and Japanese AV as sexist should be understood in the context
of the informants’ stereotypical image of gender relation in the two cultures. Their
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claiming preference and reason for enjoying “Western porn” stems from the perceived
approval of “Western” societies for active female sexuality, which they associate to
Euro-American porn by cultural impression, and the conscious disapproval of what is
perceived to be symptomatic of the misogyny that is prevalent in Japanese culture and
society, and by extension, Chinese culture. It is also interesting because the assumed
cultural proximity is entirely based on similarity in appearance, such as same skin and
hair color, and physical features of the performers’ bodies.

There is an interesting phenomenon observed of how informants reinforce their
being (more) sexual through the affiliation with “Western porn” and by extension
“Western” cultural influence, taking advantage of the popular impression of “Western
culture” and its discursive prestige as cultural capital. In Hong Kong society, claiming to
be more “Westernized” (Westerness, 鬼妹仔性格) has always been one common way
for people to distant themselves from expectations and social customs of “traditional”
Chinese culture, in order to “have their own way”. The reason why this claim is at all
effective in buying some freedom instead of being denounced as social outcast is
embedded in the city’s colonial past. This would have been a good excuse to justify or
explain off a foreign officer’s intentional disregard or careless violation of local customs,
instead of putting the blame on the person for not trying to fit in or respect the established
way of things, the social superiority of Westerners in a colony on one hand puts one in a
position that is beyond the control of local power, and the perceived cultural superiority
of the advanced West would also make the obligation of honoring the inferior or
backward local culture unnecessary and unreasonable. The blame is shifted from the
person who violated rules or cannot fit it onto those who require one to follow the rules,
as the latter is deemed backward. To be “Westernized” in character or affiliating with the
“Western way of life” is often employed by young people (of different generations)
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against parents and teachers as a tactic for justifying the violation of “traditional” rules, to
refute perceived social regulations and get away with it, by mobilizing the rhetoric of
modernity, symbolized by the fudged notion of the West, which is ironically especially
potent in this former British colony

One can notice the interesting parallel between this predominance of categorizing
porn as either Japanese AVs or “Western porn” and this implicit or even unconscious
association between more liberal attitude towards sex and more active interest in sex with
“Western / foreign” imports, with earlier local anti-homosexual critiques about
homosexuality as an “imported vice”, blaming “Western” cultures for corrupting the
youth as well as traditional Chinese social values. While most of the informants report
not having any concrete knowledge of Western gender and queer theories, and that they
consider the lesbian identity as “natural” expression of their desire rather than as
something imported, we can see how their claimed preference and evaluation of porn is
on one hand appropriating the socially constructed binary of “self” and “other”, making
space for oneself by self-foreign-ing. They choose to affiliate not with one’s culture but
that of the Other, hoping that by positioning oneself outside of the system, they could find
space for their gender and sexual expression that is unavailable in one’s culture. What is
perceived to be impossible or unacceptable in one’s own culture strategically is
“outsourced” to the constructed Other, the informants try to find and take the more
advantageous position in the constructed opposition of “West – superior / liberal /
advanced” vs. “East – inferior / conservative / backward”. It may provide the conditions
for these lesbians to be by taking advantage of this discursively constructed hierarchy, but
we can also see how their rebellion is appropriated, or preconditioned by, the
institutionalized choices of theirs and ours. By offered an easy way out, this escaping to
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the Other could be a fake solution that offers nothing but the illusion of freedom while
leaving the status quo in one’s original context unchallenged.

Porn choice as resistance

When the informants express strong distaste and resentment towards Japanese
AVs, apart from cultural impression, there is also a strong “operation of equivalence” that
links Japanese AVs with male dominance they themselves have experienced as social
reality. For them, the prevalence of Japanese AVs, which is perceived as the major kind
of pornography consumed in Hong Kong has become the embodiment or synonym of a
certain configuration of femininity and female sexual possibility under some
phallocentric patriarchal heterosexist definition. The informants’ preference for
Euro-American porn, which they generalizes as “Western porn”, to Japanese AVs, should
be understood largely as an act of conscious objection to what they have learned and
perceive as “what the men like”. For the informants, it is because Japanese AVs are
perceived to be favored by men, and that public discussion of female sexual ideals in
Hong Kong are constantly referencing character traits and qualities from Japanese AVs,
“Japanese AVs” as a discursive symbol rather than an actual body of work became
closely associated with, or even synonymous with, the gender sexual oppression the
informants have encountered first-hand in their daily lives, that even the phrase itself
becomes a major factor affecting their choosing, understanding, and enjoying it.

Borrowing from another article by Yau (2008), pornography can serve more
purposes than mere sexual stimulation or gratification. What underlies the informants’
choice is an awareness of the social and sexual reality that they face, the sexual script and
gender sexual norm they are expected to fulfill; through choosing a type of porn which
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they perceive to be disapproved of by their male counterparts because of the
“inappropriate female sexuality” the performers display, and the violation of the social
sexual script in their context, they are trying to make a statement by the few choices
available to them, with reference to the shared value system in their socio-cultural context.
What is valued in porn is not only its ability to incite or fulfill sexual desire, but the
symbolic meaning in their choice over what they prefer, as a statement and manifestation
of discontent and rebelliousness. Rather than a faithful indicator of the level of actual
enjoyment they derive from viewing these materials, it would be more fruitful to read it
instead as a political gesture, of the informants’ attempt to make a statement with their
claim of preference. Through denouncing Japanese AVs in the discussion, it can be seen
as a political gesture showing their discontent about the projected sexual script and
sexual-social role expected of women in their society, knowing that Japanese AVs owe
their popularity to the proximity between the socially accepted sexual script and that in
the AVs. They displace their resistance from actively reforming their intimate lives to
trying to undermine these expectations by sounding their stance through this claimed
porn choice, of “powerful aggressive women” over “submission”.

You couldn’t because you shouldn’t

Yet rather than being free to use porn for self-expression or pleasure, the
politicality of choice also means what they could choose is limited by what constitute
proper female or lesbian porn taste and choice. As explained, Japanese AVs and Western
porn were referred to, discussed, and assessed by their symbolic meanings in a larger
social context, and as can be observed from the responses of the informants, they are
discussed more often in relation to how they project their sexuality at particular moments
in life rather than focused on the actual content of the materials, and that porn choice is
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an extension or reflection of their outlook of sex and their political stance. When porn is
constructed as almost synonymous to phallocentric domination, the perceived stigma of
“political incorrectness” of what self-respecting women and proper lesbians should not
like, is reducing their motivation to look out for, or to try exploring porn.

Kitty and Candice, who are both self-professed feminist and queer activist, asked
me on separate occasions regarding their preference for what they consider as
“mainstream heterosexual porn made for straight guys”. They framed their questions as
one of whether it would be problematic or even perverse that they find these porn
enjoyable, because they are consciously aware of the gender sexual expectations this
preference for porn that features more submissive female embodies, and the ideologies
that are also the root causes for such domination. It is not my present intention to look
into how this seeming contradiction would play out in their involvement in movements as
well as their intimate lives; nonetheless, I would wish to highlight how this association
between patriarchal oppression and certain types of porn, and the expectation of what
female / lesbian / feminist audience should like, had placed a mental limitation on their
motivation to explore their sexual possibility: they are not imagined as, and do not
imagine themselves as, the intended or legitimate audience of these materials, because
good women should not like watching porn, and furthermore, feminist or queer activist
should not like watching that kind of porn. What we can see is how porn choice is
affected by the taste or disposition of individual audience, but is also influenced by how
the specific kind of material is constructed and encoded in the larger social context. Here,
political and public correctness overrides virtual erotic satisfaction, and limits even the
possible scope of desire and fantasy.
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The lesbian sexual script

Throughout the interviews about their porn usage, the discussions always end up
being one about their sexual experience and past relationships inform them of their choice
and reading of the materials. There is a tendency, when explaining why they dislike
mainstream porn, most noticeably among the informants who had relationships and
sexual experience with both sexes, to display contempt for their past relationships,
specifically their sexual experience with men, in stark contrast with the happy lesbian
relationship they are enjoying now. By pointing this out I do not aim to question the
so-called “authenticity” of the account, or the commonness of this experience. Instead,
my wish is to highlight what Ken Plummer (1994) described as a the standardization of
the “realization” and “coming-out” story, which can be understood a type of “lesbian
sexual script”, alluding to what the informants understand as normative or politically
correct story about lesbian identity and lesbian sexuality. Lucetta Kam (2011) pointed out
in her essay on the politics of family for Shanghai lalas the problem of the discourse of
“public correctness” in society and within the LGBT community, which regulates who
are “worthy” as LGBT by standards and who are illegitimate and unworthy. I would like
to use this phenomenon as an entry point to explore the “hidden sexual scripts” which
could be at work to create and regulate lesbian identity and sexuality. From their porn
choices, and what they describe as informing these choices, I would like to tease out how
lesbian sex and sexuality has been discursively constructed for these informants: What
shapes their preference and reading? Does it go with or against what has been learned
about female gender and sexuality, and how did their sexual subjectivity emerge from the
negotiation?
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In the construction of the self-narrative of lesbianism, and the ways in which the
informants project themselves as lesbian, in terms of sex and sexuality in our case, there
is a negotiation between what they have learned about lesbians through how lesbians and
lesbianism have been discursively constructed for them, how they understand and
imagine their gender and sexuality, as well as differing personal experience and strategies
of coping. It is my goal to expose the inter-working of these different “conditions of
possibility”, through examining the particular viewing positions of the informants, in
order to better understand the unique configurations of their lesbian identity and sexuality
as results of negotiating with these different teachings and discourses about lesbianism.

Compulsory homosexuality and its price

For the informants who had relationship and sexual experience with both sexes,
most of them do not consider or choose to call themselves as “bisexual”, and prefer to
label themselves as “lesbian”. This is especially intriguing when compared to the
accounts of self-identified TB informants. Contradicting the common belief that only the
more feminine lesbians would have dated men, quite a few TBs reported having had
heterosexual relationships, and their narratives tend to be different from that of the more
feminine lesbians.

Lion, who identifies herself as a TB, had dated a male colleague for several years
before beginning her first homosexual relationship with Mushroom. She describes her
previous relationship as happy and comfortable, as she shared common interest with her
boyfriend, and that he is a really kind person:
“We broke up because he wanted to take a step further, and I wasn’t really
prepared. We get along well, but it was missing a bit of chemistry for me.”
Heather, who identifies herself as Pure/ no label, had sex with men a few times:
236

“I like beautiful people, so sometimes when the boy is really handsome, I
would want to try, but I regret immediately usually because as soon as I see
the penis, I am just very sure that it’s not my cup of tea. I can imagine why
others might like it, but I can’t imagine myself having fun with it.”
Yan also reported similar experience of trying to explore sexual possibility with men, but
realized that her preference is quite specific and unchangeable:
“I have a male friend and we are buddies, so one day I asked him if I can see
his penis – like as an example of penis – not that I specifically want to see
his penis. He said okay and let me toy with it for a while, I mean, I have
never seen one before, and when I was holding it, it erected a little, and I
thought it was really ugly, and knew I wouldn’t like it.”
There is a general assertiveness in the way the story was framed. Lion is generally
comfortable and confident with her own identification and position, and in her narrative it
is reflected by her rare portrayal of a happy heterosexual relationship where both parties
are equal. Yan and Heather both asserted their agency in controlling the situation (as an
experiment) and that they know very clearly what they like and dislike. Queenie and
Kitty, who both stand by their rights to pleasure and describe themselves as
“unapologetically enthusiastic about sex”, asserted their heterosexual relationships and
sexual encounters in similar way.

Comparing the two, the narratives of the more feminine informants, especially
those who have recently started their first same-sex relationship, stand in stark contrast to
the assertiveness displayed by the informants quoted above. For Wenny, Fiona, and
Mushroom, even though their experience varied, the structure of their narrative is
strikingly similar. All three of them reported having gone through unhappy and
sometimes abusive relationships with men, and they were unhappy and lost until they met
someone of the same sex, and realized that relationships can be fair and equal and
mutually enjoyable. They consider the past “a mistake”, and are glad now that they found
what they truly like.
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Mushroom compares the sexual interaction with her ex-boyfriend to that with her
present girlfriend in detail:
“When I am doing it with a man, you know he is really enjoying himself,
and I was like, you know, trying to act my role. But when you are doing it
with a girl, she doesn’t have a penis, and so I felt like she is really doing it
for my enjoyment – like when that guy was doing it, you know he is getting
the kick out of it, because his dick obviously gets enjoyment out of it
(vaginal intercourse). So the difference really is whether that person’s
intention is to make you comfy, or doing it for themselves. I felt that it was
really lopsided with a man, one-directional, like I was the one fulfilling his
need, but not vice-versa. With a girl I feel it’s more equal, like, first of all,
she would know the female body better, and there is also the sense of
balance – like I am not here to serve you, with men, it’s always the girl
serving. Even when they are ‘doing their job’, you’d know they are doing it
thinking that they are manly because they can make you cum or something,
but not like (a girl) wanting to make you comfortable. Even when
sometimes we do it for sex, there is always that emotional element (of care)
in it.”
She repeatedly refers to gender imbalance as a social reality and how this constant
awareness of it affected her enjoyment of sex, which felt like an experience of power
rather than actual sexual pleasure, and the relational element as well as love she feels as
the definitive difference that gave her pleasure and a sense of fulfillment. We can see
how in her descriptions the stereotypical image of female sexuality as being more
emotion-based is constantly alluded to, which stands in strong contrast with the image of
the more animalistic and selfish sex of men, building up the former as a better and more
“politically correct” option in order to substantiate her choice.

When compared to the statements given by the self-identified TBs, the more
feminine lesbians show a greater tendency to provide a “stronger” negative experience to
“substantiate” their decision. They often describe their experience with men negatively as
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“stupid mistakes made because of ignorance”, and show greater resentment towards the
possibility of having a relationship with men in general. The TBs, surprisingly, tend to
show openness to the possibility of dating men in the future, to quote Yan:
“Well, even though I think it’s quite unlikely, because I am quite sure I am
not attracted to men, I won’t say it’s absolutely impossible. At the end of the
day, if you meet someone nice and you have feeling for that person, gender
really doesn’t matter”.
In contrast, Mushroom chooses not to leave any options open by emphasizing the
inherent difference between male and female, implying that it is not something that can
be overcome:
“I don’t think they are deliberately bad, but when the person is a man, he
occupies a different position as you, and he would naturally behave this way
because society allows him to. And then there is the physicality of men. There
would always be this [power] imbalance, because they can only experience sex
in that way.”

Borrowing from Yau’s essay “Sexual means, non-sexual ends” (2008), I would like
to suggest this discrepancy in narrative and attitude is causally related to the security felt
about one’s identity as lesbian. The narrative framework by which the informants’ use to
describe their past is indicative of how confident the informants feel about their own
identification, both in terms of self-perception and their perceived acceptance by “fellow
lesbians” or “lesbian standard”. Whether or not experiences with men for the feminine
informants are indeed more traumatic, I would like to suggest that the consistency in their
narrative framework could be understood as attempts to construct and perform an ideal
lesbian-ness, relating to how lesbian identity and lesbian-ness had been institutionally and
discursively constructed for them, which might come from the need to defend their
identity against attacks and challenges from among lesbians. In light of this, the feminine
informants whose membership face constant scrutiny are less likely to adopt a narrative
structure that jars with such standards in recounting their bi-sexual experience, while the
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masculine informants are more willing to acknowledge the uncertainty regarding their
sexuality as they feel little need to validate their lesbian-ness.

“Convertible” femme and “fake” lesbians

As pointed out by some informants, there is the longstanding mistrust and
hostility towards girls who “claim bisexuality” within the lesbian community as being
“fake” lesbians who are really heterosexual girls pretending to be lesbians at some point
in life, taking advantage of the love of real lesbians as past-time only to dump them as
soon as they find a suitable man. The logic works both ways. For those who consider
themselves as real lesbians, they would consider these girls as fakes who are fickle and
weak, lacking in commitment to their homosexuality, and susceptible to the pressure of
the world to go back to being straight and living a life of self-deceit. Or, these women are
considered as ruthless opportunists who take advantage of the love of real lesbians and
toy with their hearts.

Such suspicions and accusations are often directed against more feminine lesbians,
since this narrative of “lesbianism as a phase” and “feminine lesbians as weak-minded
switchable” constitute an important part of their learning about lesbians, thus, as pointed
out by quite a few feminine informants, became an internalized fear as they learn to be a
lesbian. The “convertibility” of the feminine girl back to heterosexuality is constantly
mobilized in attacks against them, usually based on their seeming compliance with
normative gender expression. Susie remembered being confronted by her lesbian partner
as to whether she will “go back to being with men again”, as a challenge to her
lesbian-ness and commitment to her lesbian identity:
“I felt humiliated. I thought, I love whoever I want and I’d be with
whoever I want. She made it sound like I have been faking it all along, and
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that I am weak and would give in to pressure if I were to resume to some
less dignified position. I think it’s also a kind of violence.”
Kitty also points out how her feminine appearance and mannerism would induce distrust
and questioning from heterosexuals and lesbians alike:
“They would be saying – ‘but you look so straight’, but it’s completely
illogical. Simply because I seem to be more conventionally feminine doesn’t
mean I am not les. But they don’t think that way – if you look feminine,
they think you are not serious or not real, and you’re going to switch back to
heterosexuality any time.”

This image of feminine lesbians as being “convertible” is pervasive in popular
discourse of lesbians, and is constantly alluded to by the masculine informants during the
discussions through quoting various popular films. One reason could be its popularity as
the cinematic representation of lesbians, which is credited as constituting as important
part in lesbian learning. There are a few prominent media stereotypes of lesbian
characters in both popular cinema and more niche independent or art-house productions,
each with their own “explanation” for their lesbianism, and different endings, which all
contributed to the construction of stereotypes of the “convertible” feminine lesbian. This
type of feminine lesbian, while portrayed as sexually attractive or normatively feminine,
are extremely committed or even obsessed with their lesbian identity, are portrayed as
failed women who could not cope with failed romance or refuse to fit into the normative
female ideal. As a result of their fail heterosexual experience, they turn into men-hating,
anti-social, stubbornly incurable lesbians, constantly comparing themselves to men,
jealous of the male sex, and wanting to out-achieve men in order to secure the love of her
partner. They are stubborn and refuse to be converted (back), and are hence portrayed as
destructive and violent, posing a threat to both their male rivals and their female lovers,
and would usually end up being killed. An example of such character would be Man
Ching played by Kathy Chow Hoi-mei in the 1993 Chinese New Year film Fight Back to
241

School III. As a matter of fact, quite a number of informants discussed how people have
been trying to “explain away” their homosexuality by “failed / traumatic experience with
men”, thus reinstating the superiority of heterosexuality (and men), and denying their
sexual orientation and choice.

The second type of women closely linked to the first type, they too are often
described to have turned to lesbianism because of disappointment with men or have
suffered abusive relationship with them, which explains their sense of inferiority and
jealousy, resentment and hatred towards men driving them to women, and their anxiety
and insecurity wanting to out-achieve men. But differently, they are described as waiting
to be conquered or converted back to “their natural ways” by having a taste of real men.
For those who eventually “come to their senses”, their lesbian liaisons are forgiven or
tolerated in a way because such connections are ultimately viewed as unthreatening to the
phallocentric heterosexual order, because when they abandon their “false” lesbian
relationships for men, they are testifying to the “fact” that lesbians are inferior to men. It
coincides with the common view on lesbianism among adolescents as “a phase”, and the
alleged same-sex romance are but temporary illusions caused by the inability to cope with
a heart-break. While the same-sex romance might be tolerated as something that won’t
cause harm, it is on the basis that the resumption of (heterosexual) order is pending for
the feminine female to go back to normal after a while, this redeeming them. A good
example would be the character Judy Tong Wong played by the gender-bending diva
Anita Mui opposite to the character Man Ching in Fight Back to School III. In the story,
Judy became attracted to women after she and her husband grew apart, and took on a
more masculine persona, but decided to cut her “lesbian” liaison with Man Ching after
Stephen Chow won her heart.
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Another type of convertible lesbians is more commonly found in more
lesbian-centric coming-of-age films, namely “the weak fake lesbian”, as embodied by the
character Adèle in the 2013 film Blue Is the Warmest Colour. These weak and fake
lesbians who might actually be bisexual in reality are often depicted as being either
heterosexual or homosexual who are too dumb and weak to embrace her real self. She is
either a heterosexual who exploit her “real” lesbian partner for selfish fulfillment, or
wanting to be accepted by society by betraying lesbianism and her “true” self, for which
she is punished and suffers for her selfishness, opportunist indecisiveness, self-denial,
and betrayal. This befits the politically correct configuration of “compulsory
homosexuality”, having to be proud and embraces wholeheartedly and bravely one’s
(homo)sexuality that is obviously superior and more authentic. Those who are anything
less than this standard is unworthy and shall be punished.

During the interviews, I have observed how these predominantly negative
portrayals of feminine lesbians as switchable have affected the general perception of
feminine lesbians among lesbians, as well as their self-perception. This has arguably
contributed in many ways to the stigmatization and mistrust for feminine lesbians within
the lesbian community, and haunted many feminine informants. With their lesbian-ness is
so severely challenged and questioned, it often evolves into self-doubt, and forces them to
put in extra effort to perform their lesbian-ness in order to be able to claim their (lesbian)
identity, sexuality, and belonging.

What is bisexuality anyway?

Further, in this formulation of “either hetero or homo”, sexual fluidity or
ambiguity is denied, and anything other than purely homosexuality is ruled out as an
243

invalid, politically incorrect, and socially unacceptable option. As I was working on this
chapter during the “Celebrate Bisexuality Day” aka “Bi Visibility Day” (September 23
2016), I saw quite a few articles (mostly in English and a few in Chinese) popping up on
my Facebook on the dismissal or denial of the bisexual identity and sexuality. What many
of the articles pointed to is the invisibility of bisexuals in the LGBT community while the
“B” is supposed to be an equal component of the notion of LGBT. Challenges or event
hostility come from both sides. As very often people are divided into the binary of
heterosexuals and homosexuals, bisexual women are often seen as cheaters trying to
enjoy the benefits of being straight, traitors of the LGBT cause, cowards who are not
brave enough to come out, overly sexual and irresponsible women, hedonistic people
who care more about their own enjoyment than the advancement of a great cause in
society, or simply a transitory phase when they are confused and unsure about what they
want, who will eventually “choose a side” and become either entirely straight or
exclusively homosexual. There is no space for ambiguity and subtlety in this
configuration of lesbian identity, and there are no alternatives or variations. Even as early
as in childhood, some informants recall learning about bisexuals in media and in
conversations among adults as something even more negative than homosexuals, as Fiona
recalls how she learned to be silent about bisexuality or possible ambiguity regarding her
sexual orientation:
“I don’t know what to think about bisexuals, I mean, I remember the
grown-ups calling bisexuals as ‘universal adapter’ (萬能插蘇), it’s really
derogatory and negative, like saying the person has no moral and no integrity,
because they can be fucked by anyone. I met some TB friends in secondary
school, and they complained to me about girls who dumped them for boys,
they would call the girls ‘fake lesbians’ and liars, thinking that they are
fickle, promiscuous, and weak, and later on when I go onto Butterfly, people
are so mean and nasty to bi-sexual girls, I mean, you wouldn’t tell people
that you are bisexual, they will attack you mercilessly. They think that they
are double-crossing and want to enjoy the best of both worlds, and would
just choose the easy way out when it’s not convenient.”
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Learning about bisexuality in such a negative way effectively makes it an undesirable, if
not, invalid identity option, limiting what identity category is (mentally) available for the
informants.

While Hong Kong lesbians tend to be apolitical as in the level of concern and
involvement in LGBT equal rights movements, they seem to display a keen awareness of
the political correctness of sexual orientation and gender sexual performance, and passion
to maintain it through shaming and marginalization. What is required of this politically
and publicly correct (in society and most importantly within the LGBT discursive
universe) configuration of lesbian identity is unambiguous sexuality requiring a total
rejection or denial of the opposite camp (even if it means a disavowal of your own past),
and adherence to the general code of “good sex”. Situating their narratives in this context
of dichotomy, of femme-shaming and Pride (ref. Ken Plummer’s coming-out story
framework), it is possible that the feminine informants felt the need to re-construct their
story to fit into the politically correct narrative which would make them “more lesbian”
thus accepted. Even though the “lesbian sexual script” is particularly noticeably at work
in the self-narrative of informants who have had bisexual experience, informants who had
only had lesbian experience are also constantly alluding to and adjusting themselves
according to what is considered as publicly correct within the LGBT community. The
effort of policing is more often done onto oneself, than onto others.

Scripting sexual (im)possibility

Popular discourses on lesbians and by lesbians both tend to downplay the role of
sex in female same-sex relationship “due to female gender norm”, which is actually
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shared by “the hegemonic discourse of sexuality and gender”. Heather noted how popular
notions of lesbian sexuality are also dominant in lesbian platforms and communities:
“On Butterfly, it was quite surprising that the forum administrator would
delete posts that are explicitly sexual, like people trying to find a sex
partner, but it’s a dating app! Those posts would be taken off and the
account of that user would be blocked or deactivated. I don’t know why
they are doing that, as if they think lesbians should not have sex. If you
can’t even look for someone to have sex with on a lesbian dating app, I
think the whole situation is quite gloomy and frustrating. Gay dating apps
and forums are way less puritanical. Even if you go onto (Facebook) pages
such as ‘LGBT Sex Secrets’ [Note 6], the number of posts by gay users are
still overwhelming, and they are way more sexual, like they would usually
write about their sexual encounters, while for lesbians, there are only a
handful of posts, and they are usually about relationship issues, it’s really
stereotypical, like women care more about relationships and lesbians don’t
have sex. I was expecting something more, as it is an anonymous page and
really encourages more diversified expressions.”

Throughout the interviews, informants often dismiss the importance of sex in their
relationship with their partner, and to downplay their need for sexual fulfillment in favor
of emotional bonding, often claiming that they are “not very sexual” when compared to
“straight men” or “gay men”, resorting to the common notion of “girls are naturally less
sexual than men”. The cause could be multifold. Firstly, this could be understood as the
influence of internalization of the sexual script of “proper women” and the popular
discourse about female sexuality as passive, troublesome, and optional. Secondly, it could
be the implicit result of popular imaginations of lesbians as more emotional than sexual,
that through learning about lesbians as being asexual, they have internalized this standard
as self-expectation. And finally, this move can be interpreted as a tactic of self-protection
and justification, to fit into the image of “good and worthy LGBT”.
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As Sinnott explains the possible rationale for this narrative as self-protection tactic
in the Thai context, “the desexualization of tom-dee relationships places them within the
realm of respectable female behavior […] a standard way of framing these relationships
as normal and morally respectable by toms and dees, which is consistent with dominant
understandings of female same-sex relationships” (Sinnott 2004, 138). With respect to the
public imagination of lesbian relationships as more emotional than sexual, this
“downplaying of sexual pleasure between women rearticulates dominant norms that
discourage open expression of female sexual pleasure, exploration, or desire” (Sinnott
2004, 140). Even though TBs are considered to be more masculine, they are still
considered as women, and their pursuit for sexual pleasure or desire would only be
acceptable if it is relational and limited to a degree that is reasonable for the normative
female gender. By not violating the ideal of “proper women” and “worthy LGBT”, these
lesbians are considered less threatening to both the dominant notions of female gender
and heterosexism.

“Women’s choices to engage in same-sex sexual relationships must be understood
within this larger cultural narrative that frames these relationships as nondisruptive of
hegemonic notions of gender and sexuality” (Sinnott 2004, 138). This tendency for the
informants to frame their relationship as non-sexual can be read on one hand as a strategy
to “legitimize” themselves through positioning themselves “as moral and proper within
the parameters of mainstream, hegemonic notions of sexuality and gender”, by
conforming to the gender norm of females being sexually passive and undemanding, and
by posing as an un-sexual or less-sexual alternative to potentially risky improper
heterosexual relationships; but on the other hand, it can be seen as resulting from
internalizing the “negative portrayal of female sexuality that affects all women” (Sinnott
2004, 139), that how the lesbians perceive their sexuality (or the lack of it) is inevitably
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bounded by “cultural norms based on gender inequality in sexual relations that expect
women to be inexperienced and naïve in sexual matters, and to see themselves as passive
receptacles of […] sexual passions” (Fongkaew 1997, 582).

This is surely a useful reminder when we seek to understand the “untouchability”
of masculine lesbians, which has been acknowledged in many researches on lesbians in
Chinese societies (mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong). While some tend to explain
this practice by arguing that they have displaced their sexual fulfillment from physical
pleasure to the psychological gratification of being able to satisfy their partners’ sexual
needs, some masculine lesbians acknowledge the difficulty of accepting the female
aspects of their bodies, which may not live up to their ideal gender expression, and their
hesitation about receiving pleasure through this body that is marked as socially female.
Queenie recounts how one of her former girlfriends who identifies herself as TB refused
to be touched:
“She wouldn’t take off her clothes and didn’t let me touch her. I understand
some TBs might not be comfortable or happy with their female body, but
it’s another thing if she thinks allowing your partner to touch you makes
you weak, or less manly, or is an impeachment to their dignity and integrity,
like they are afraid of enjoying physical sexual pleasure because it makes
them vulnerable.”
Queenie points out how physical sexual pleasure experienced through/ on a female body
is closely linked to vulnerability, a moral or social threat to one’s social standing and
integrity in a way that echoes dominant configurations of female sexuality. Instead of
being an actual sign of toughness, the refusal of pleasure is founded on the association of
female sexual pleasure with positions of submission and vulnerability in the phallocentric
conceptualization of sex, and the stigmatization of female sexuality as morally degrading,
weakening, and dangerous (to the girls themselves).
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The impossible sex

In a recent local reality TV show called “Tagger” (對不起標籤你, which literally
means “Sorry for labeling you”), ViuTV produced an episode featuring TBs (aired on
2016/08/27 10 pm on ViuTV). In that episode, and especially in the promotional
campaign, they spent a lot of time highlighting fingers as the main pleasure-giving tool,
which fits into the popular imagination of TBs having to find a substitute for the phallus
in order for sexual pleasure to be possible for her partner. It makes the segment on lesbian
sex seem more precisely “TBs’ pleasure-giving”. What underlies this naturalized
assumption of fingering as the major or even most important aspect of lesbian sexual
exchange is that sexual agency can only be expressed, and female sexual pleasure is
possible, only when a masculine partner is involved, either in the form of TB as the
aggressive penetrating giver, or with fingers as a substitute for the missing phallus. One
reason for the reliance is how the whole society has come to conceptualize sex in this
particular configuration that centers upon male presence, and constructs the phallus as the
only pleasure giving possibility. In popular media and especially in porn, the masculine
factor is invariably inserted into the representation and discursive construction of lesbian
sex, to the effect that “someone must be playing the part of the male initiator”, or that
there must be a substitute for the missing phallus, in order to make sex between women
possible, because sex without the presence a masculine party or phallic component is not
possible, hence they are not considered as “real sex”.

Feminist scholars such as Adrienne Rich and Lillian Faderman consider
butch-femme role play as replicating heterosexuality, which unfortunately coincides with
popular male representations of lesbian sexuality throughout the twentieth-century, “such
representations have almost always assumed that lesbian role-playing is an imitation of
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heterosexuality — that it is based on sexual difference, if only through pretense” (Amy
Goodloe 1993, 2010). Toni McNaron, in her article “Mirrors and Likeness: A Lesbian
Aesthetic in the Making” (1993) states that most (male) literary representations of lesbians
have long been keen on “substitut[ing] a phallic situation or rhetoric of the absent penis,
[and] leaving the reader/viewer undisturbed in his or her comfortable habit of seeing all
human relationships through such a limited filter” (294), and by filter, McNaron means
“that of sexual difference as it is conceived within a phallocentric discourse, which insists
on the presence of the phallus in all situations of sexuality, whether in actual or symbolic
form” (Goodloe 1993, 2010). It became extremely difficult for people to come up with
ways of expressing their desire that escapes the framework, for when they are trying to
avoid it, they are still bound by it, as it puts a limit on even our imagination and
perception. The other extreme, as experienced by Coo, is described in this way.
“I had the longest fear and dislike for penetration, I have always thought of
lesbian sex as scissoring, and for me, vaginal penetration felt very ‘straight’.
Later on I had a girlfriend who is bisexual, she asks me to penetrate her with
my fingers, and I felt very strange, and wondered if this is a feature for
someone who had experience with the penis, and she would want me to do
the same thing as the penis. And I felt bad, like I fall short of something. I
discussed with her later on, and she asks why I have to think that she wants a
penis, when what she really wants is her vagina to be pampered.”
Here, for example, when the act of vaginal penetration (by whoever and whatever) takes
place, it is labeled as phallic, and hence it is discredited as being “copying straight sex”,
or labeled as a politically incorrect expression of lesbian sexuality and desire because of
the presence of “the vice of heterosexism”.

The impossibility of lesbian sex is also a notion that the informants have to
struggle with in their relationship, as Bao recounts her frustrating experience with one of
her ex-girlfriends:
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“There was a girl I was dating with, and then somewhere in our relationship
she started an affair with a boy, and after a while I confronted her, and she
broke up with me. I mean, I don’t mind if she really likes the boy as a person
and so she wants to break up with me, but then she went onto saying that she
thinks boys are superior and that I am something less, that it was not ‘real
sex’ between us I can’t really fuck her for real because I don’t have a penis,
what the hell does that supposed to mean? She had an orgasm and it wasn’t
real sex? I’m glad that she is gone because apparently she has a very narrow
definition of sex, or is simply irresponsible, trying to justify herself by
denying lesbianism and humiliating me.”
From Bao’s case we can see how the conception of lesbian sex as “impossible” and
requiring play-acting is a deeply influential one in popular imaginations. It echoes also
with the popular discourse that frames lesbianism as the unthreatening alternative to
life-destroying heterosexual liaison, precisely based on the assumption that female
homosexual exchanges are not really sexual and thus would not disrupt the normative
heterosexist social order and the supremacy of the phallus.

Even though we can see how negatively it impacts the identification of lesbians
and the development of their sexuality, it could also be seen as a potentially convenient
condition for lesbians, as Bao says:
“In a way I think this is one reason why people are less hostile to lesbians than
gay men, because lesbian sex can simply be dismissed, I don’t want to think
that there is an advantage to it, but the sexual aspects of lesbians are usually
left unsaid. If it does not exist, you cannot control it.”
Informants Mushroom and Fiona, who had bi-sexual experiences, both discussed how
they felt towards their ex-partners who constantly made conscious references to, or even
copied from, pornography in their sexual exchange:
“I think he wants me to be the girl in the video, to behave like her and do what
she does, like he is trying out what he saw in the AVs in real life, I mean in
terms of character types and story structure.”
This echoes studies on the influence of pornography on the sexual scripts of actual sexual
exchanges, such as that by Wong & Yau (2014) which pointed out how the women they
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have interviewed are aware of the mutual construction of the narrative in porn, the actual
sexual script in their society, and the sexual reality they experienced in their intimate
lives. Sanders (2008) further found that the behavioral pattern and relational possibilities
in the context and setting of paid sex work echoes the normative script that defines and
regulates gender and sexual norms in dominant culture, i.e. the world outside, “exhibiting
some of the same frameworks of romance and courtship” (Sanders 2008). Fiona and
Mushroom noticed how the “structuring” of actual sexual exchange between them and
their male partners follows what they consider as the common sexual script embedded in
the narrative of pornography in terms of sequence, namely “foreplay – penetration –
ejaculation”, passed off as the “standardized” and “natural” framework of sex.
Surprisingly, while this number or framework is criticized by Bao and Coo among a few
others as unsuitable to describe their actual sex, for both the informants who had
bi-sexual experience and those who had not, the notion of the “standardized” framework
of sex still served as the main reference point, or the presupposition upon with many of
the discussions were made, echoing what Hauck (2015) pointed out as to how “dominant
cultural scripts are mirrored in different contexts and settings”.

Many of the informants credited popular cinema and TV drama as laying the
foundation of what they understand to be the “standard framework” or flow of sexual
exchange, as Fiona recalls:
“On TV and in films you see it all the time, people fall in love, and then they
would have this chance and started hugging and kissing, and the guy
undresses the girl, and then would be rolling for a while in bed, kissing, and
they put a blanket over following some rhythmic movement (laugh), it’s quite
a dumb way of obscuring the action, but we all got the idea.”
She noticed how the same numbers are repeated in the representation of lesbian sex in
Chinese lesbian films such as Spider Lilies (2007) and Butterfly (2004), this vagueness in
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the depiction and the assumed universality of the heterosexual numbers is evident in
popular imagination of lesbian sex:
“The flow is more or less the same, even though they feature two girls, and
it’s way more gentle, there is one who is more active, and one more passive,
and then they follow the hugging-kissing-caressing numbers. I would say the
difference would be that the ending of it is more ambiguous. In depicting sex
between men and women, it always ends with the guy ejaculating, which
always miraculously coincide with the orgasm of the girl, but in lesbian film,
this part is always just faded out, you don’t get the idea of a definite ending.”
Fiona, provided a potentially empowering reading of the same “void” in representation as
enabling as she noted how this lack of visual representation of a definite ending, which is
in a way symptomatic of the un-imaginability of lesbian sex in popular configuration,
could mean freedom from standardization:
“I am not sure if this vagueness if a good thing or a bad thing, sometimes I
am also quite confused and lost, because it seems like a void where I would
have to make something up along the way. There is no point of reference,
and I can only seek reference from elsewhere. But I think it’s less limiting
because there is less of a concrete script like heterosexual sex, you feel less
bound by it, and you are leave to device that of your own.”

For lack of a better word

However, are lesbians really left to device that of their own? Observing from the
narrative of the informants, the influence of porn narrative is not limited to that of
shaping of the “script” and “flow” of actual sex, as mentioned above, or understanding of
gender roles and structure of exchange, but it extends to that of how sex is narrated,
discussed, and imagined: Sometimes words and expressions originated from AVs without
any counterpart in the local language are introduced by online platforms and media, and
have since been circulated in public and entered into our daily vocabularies, such as
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“facial” ( 顏 射 ) or “female ejaculation” ( 潮 吹 ), or even character types such as
“housewife” (家政婦) and “married woman” (人妻). On the whole, Japanese AVs have
dominated the Hong Kong market, exerting tremendous influence on local sexual culture,
and consequently, AV-originated vocabularies, character types, story lines, sex postures,
and etc. permeated into popular media as well as the city’s everyday language and public
imagination of sex.

Throughout the interviews, in a lot of the discussion of sex, terminologies and
routines that stem from AVs (and the local translation and transposition of it), either by
consciously cross-referencing AVs, or unconsciously borrowing from the AV vocabulary
as a set of discursive constructions to formulate and verbalize sexual acts. These terms
are often devoted to describing different kinds of ejaculation and genre specific character
types, arguably quite ill-adapted to the discussion of female pleasure, but as Wong & Yau
put it in their chapter “Japanese adult videos in Taiwan and Hong Kong”, AVs act as the
“dominant site of symbolic process […] providing meanings and idioms to all relations
and activities” (2014, 415). However, even though such words had become the language
used in the discussion of sex in Hong Kong, there is still stigma associated with its usage
by female speakers, partly because of the ideal of “proper women” which holds women’s
use of sex-loaded and vulgar language suspicious, and also because of the self-perceived
political incorrectness for women employing language that operates by the phallocentric
logic. Nonetheless, there are occasions when words are borrowed from what was
exclusively used by male speakers, reflecting the lack of female-specific equivalent in
general usage in local expressions. For example, in my discussion with Coo, Billie, and
Yan, we used “daa fei gei” (打飛機, a Cantonese slang used exclusively to describe male
masturbation) when we discuss female masturbation. The lack of a local term to address
and discuss female anatomy and sexuality leads us to ask: What is the appropriate
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language? How do we begin to talk about ourselves? How do we begin to imagine our
sex?

The informants point to the dilemma they face when it comes to the use of
language: they are caught between using icily medical and anatomical terminologies
(mostly in English) versus vulgar colloquial wordings, often with deeply masculinist
implications, to describe their sex and genitals. It brings up more deep-rooted questions
about the position they occupy: who do they speak as, what language are they entitled to,
and what reality and imagination of the reality is allowed by their discursive tool? Kitty
questions the hegemony of choice of language:
“Western medical anatomical terminology for me is alienating. I feel that
they are embodying colonial / Western / patriarchal authority. I feel more
able to express myself using local terms in mother tongue, even though
they are usually derogatory terms.”
She proposes creative usage of local vulgar language originally used by men to degrade
women as a way to combat imposed medicalization of body and pleasure, and to establish
her voice by transgressing the taboo of “proper women”, discussing pleasure by
appropriating words like “cunt”:
“Traditionally, these words are not spoken by women, women cannot speak,
they can only be spoken about – the speaker is always men, and women are
always the recipient of the speech act.”
Kitty, among others, questions the popular notion that proper medical-scientific lexicon
“offers the most effective and uninhibited articulation of women’s sexuality”, and
through their own practice, proposes “the potential of alternative language practice as part
of a woman’s symbolic resources in constructing her own world of desire and intimacy”
(Ho & Tsang 2012, 69).
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However, erotic potential is still limited when they try to find space by
appropriating a male-dominated domain, i.e. that of vulgar language and phallocentric
symbolic system, as they risk bearing the cultural stigma of being “morally questionable”.
The use of colloquial vulgar terminologies to discuss sex is often labeled by mass media
and the public as degrading for the female speaker (but the men usually have their way).
The person would often be degraded to the level of “prostitutes”, as can be seen the case
of the 2016 beauty pageant contestant Crystal Fung, who was “found out” to resort to
curse words on her Facebook. Subsequently she was attacked by the conservative media
as well as some Internet users as “prostitute” (做雞啦). The appropriation of these
terminologies might be liberating, but the use of vulgar language is closely associated to
class and social position, and for females, it also has an implication on her (questionable)
moral standing. A similar case would be the debates surrounding the incident of the
young female legislator-elect (subsequently removed from office) Yau Wai-ching (游蕙
禎), who used the slur “卜野” (roughly “to have a bang”) when discussing the lack of
sexual space for teenagers in a public forum. She was later attacked by mainstream media
as well as self-proclaimed feminists online, for being a representative of the vulgarity of
the younger generation, and women whose language and mindset “polluted by
phallocentrism”. Rather than exploring the transgressive potentiality of the act, or
focusing on the actual properness of language used, what underlies the heated debate are
class, gender, and age-based ad hominem attacks.

While Ho & Tsang (2012, 70) are hopeful and assert women’s agency, they have
only limited symbolic resources to construct their desire and imagine intimacy. Attempts
of transgression by creative appropriation or switching to more “proper” language is still
threated by efforts of shaming women away from it, putting their social standing at stake.
Even though some credit “terminologies in English” and medical language as making the
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discussion “less embarrassing” and “more proper”, it makes it all the more obvious that
the practice is still largely bound by the taboos surrounding perceived “properness”: the
social expectation of female to avoid discussions of sex simply evolved into that of
requiring only using “political correctness”, “proper”, and “clean” language to speak,
which is just another manifestation of the stigma and control associated with the
discussion of sex by women.

The informants are divided and torn between what is categorized by the
hegemony of standardized medical language as the “political correct” and “socially
acceptable” ways for female to engage in discussion of sex, and the attempted
transgression of employing “colloquial vulgar language” that deeply sexist and
phallocentric, which is problematic both in terms of its perspective on female sexuality it
represents (as objectified, passive, shameful, weak, and submissive) and the shaming that
it enables. The employment of such language by female speaker is also caught in the
politics of who is entitled to what language, with the heavy stigmatism which punishes
this attempt of subversion.

Rather than proposing the need for another set of “politically correct” or
female-specific language, what I try to point out is that while the informants display
agency in trying to subvert constraints, they might be making conditioned choices that are
institutionalized as the only viable options, that the appearance of being “outside” or the
“opposite” is as much a sign of freedom as the symbol of the omnipresence of boundary.
We can see how the dominant framework of heterosexual sex and the reaction against it
render lesbian sexuality and desire in many ways unconceivable even for the lesbians
themselves. Sociologists Judith Long Laws and Pepper Schwartz (1977) compare sexual
scripts to language in their work, a language through which a culture reaffirms its
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dominant norms: “No such script exists for experiences of sexuality that deviate from the
norm, and alternative sexual feelings or identities are silenced and denied” (Hauck 2015,
8), or as Billie nicely articulates the point: “You can see how there is so little
representation and reference point for lesbian sex, in cinema, in porn, and it is so difficult
to verbalize or conceptualize our sex in a way that is relatable and convincing, and to
think otherwise.”

This “awkwardness” is particularly evident when I look at some pornography that
establishes itself as “queer porn”, such as the videos by Pink & White Production [Note
10: the production house of the famous “Crash Pad Series”]. During the 2016 Crossroads
panel discussion with young Australian scholar Grace Sharkey from Sydney University
who studies the implications of queer porn to a “queer audience”, I pointed out how the
visual language, the aesthetics, and its approach to representing sex, or even its claim to
“authenticity” and “realness” is strikingly – if not embarrassingly – similar to that of any
mainstream hardcore heterosexual porn we are all familiar with. Sharkey too agrees with
me that if the same video is not put on a “queer platform” that is expected to reach a
predominantly “queer audience”, that particular video would never be able to mean what
they claim, that it would be indistinguishable from other mainstream porn videos, and
would likely be read as such, precisely because of the similarity in its visual language of
sex. The narrative tools and visual language it uses has its roots in an established system
of visual representation of sex, a familiar framework of communication, expression, and
representation. This attempt, to a large extent, is – if not an embarrassing failure – at least
a sad reminder of how entrenched we are in the dominant mode of discourse, that the
queer energy and potential is lost in even the stage of imagination. Even for the pioneer
and most recognized queer porn producers (and perhaps also the audiences), there is no
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other ways of visualizing sex than the existing visual grammar and language of particular
kind of porn so characterized by the very configuration of sex they are trying to rebel.

Conclusion

Throughout the chapter, I attempt to explicate, from the act of finding and using
porn, the many conditions that enable and disable certain conceptualizations of gender,
sex, and sexuality, which builds upon what they have learned from the previous sites of
the home and the school. The exercise of teasing out the minute details of all the
reasoning, interpretation, and self-reflections involved in the set of actions we
collectively called “porn consumption” aims at drawing out and making explicit the
different discourses and narratives that constitute the field of gender and sexual learning
through defining what is sexually sensible and possible for “female” and “lesbians”. The
particular understanding of gender and sex made possible by these conditions constantly
inform and shape the unique configuration of lesbian identity and sexuality among the
informants in the context of contemporary Hong Kong, through constituting a specific
“lesbian sexual script” that informs the informants of social expectations and regulate
their sexual imagination and practice.

The fact that the consumption of pornography remains, for the longest period, the
main outlet and means of articulation of the informants’ sexual needs tells us about the
kind of systematic repression they are facing. Even though the chapter ends with a
criticism of “the lack of a better word”, I mean more than simply calling for a new set of
language or signifiers that offers the same promise as “Western medical language” once
did, for a liberated and biased-free verbalization and discussion of female and lesbian
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sexuality, desire, and pleasure. The chapter aims to highlight the role and importance, and
most importantly, the lack, of conceptual tools and resources, which could be understood
as “means of articulation” such as “words” and “vocabularies”, and the broader “means
of conceptualization” such as “ways of thinking” and “framework of perception”, as
defining the “conditions of possibilities” of lesbian sex and sexuality.

The act of watching and making sense of porn, and by extension, that of making
sense of one’s identity and sexuality, is inevitably full of contradictions. It must always
be remembered that for the longest period of time, most of the informants rely on the
same channels to learn about lesbian sex and female sexuality as everyone else, and
therefore it would be more fruitful to inspect and understand their configurations of
lesbian desire and pleasure not as something that is completely novel or isolated, but as a
continuation of hegemonic notions of gender and sexuality. Ultimately, discussions of
agency and deliberation should always be based on the assumption of, and informed by a
concrete understanding of, how subjectivity and identity are contextually conditioned and
often bound, built and constantly re-built in negotiation and appropriation, and should not
be viewed as a total runaway, but as specific answers and reactions to certain given rules
and conditions.
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Notes
Note 1: Photos would come first chronologically because of limited bandwidth in the
early phase of the popularization of the Internet.
Note 2: “Sei zai” (四仔) literally means “Category 4”, an non-existent category within
the rating system of the Office for Film, Newspaper and Article Administration.
It vaguely allude to something that is “beyond Category 3” (R18), referring to
those materials that are not approved by government censorship and cannot be
shown or sold publicly in Hong Kong. It is generally understood by the
informants that “pornography” means “hardcore” pornography that would not
otherwise be considered as “films”, and that they feature graphic sexual acts
with the genitals clearly visible.
Note 3: The short form for Japanese adult videos, which has come to stand for
pornographic videos in general, though still points exclusively to that of
Japanese origin, but in terms of circulation and the public discussion of
pornography and sex, Japanese AV has absolute dominance. While Hong Kong
film industry in different eras had produced “softcore” Category 3 films, there is
no locally produced hardcore pornography.
Note 4: Fan-created works that are either based on characters and storylines of a given
movie, manga, TV drama, etc., or loosely derived from elements of the given
story; these works are often set in the same universe with characters relating to
each other in a new way than in the original story, and most notably, slash
fiction writers tend to establish homosexual or homoerotic connections between
characters.
Note 5: I would need to thank my friend Eunsoo Lee (Toto) at Lingnan Cultural Studies
for first raising the question about possible implications of different method of
access.
Note 6: It is a Facebook page started by a LGBT support group under the Boys’ and Girls’
Clubs Association of Hong Kong (香港小童群益會).
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| CONCLUSION |

Politics of lesbian identity:
Lesbian learning and re-politicization amidst social change

“The stigmatized individual may exhibit identity ambivalence when he
obtains a close sight of his own kind behaving in a stereotyped way,
flamboyantly or pitifully acting out the negative attributes imputed to them.
The sight may repel him, since after all he supports the norms of the wider
society, but his social and psychological identification with these offenders
holds him to what repels him, transforming repulsion into shame, and then
transforming ashamedness itself into something of which he is ashamed. In
brief, he can neither embrace his group nor let it go.”
– Erving Goffman (1963), Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled
Identity, 130-131

Four years ago, this project began with a series of questions about how lesbian
learn about sex and sexuality through porn: what porn lesbians watch, how they watch,
and what they get out of it, be it pleasure, or lessons about their gender and sexuality. But
I shortly found out during my pioneer interviews that answering these questions alone
cannot put my questioning to rest as these questions soon lead me into a larger set of
questions, like Alice suddenly tumbling down the seemingly bottomless hole, which
eventually lead me to pose the most fundamental of questions: What is important is never
whether they are lesbian in an enlightened or subversive way (and this preoccupation has
indeed distracted us too much), but how are they lesbians. Instead of finding out how
their sexuality is informed by porn, I realized the relationship is far more intertwined and
mutually constitutive – their exposure to pornography in many ways shaped how they
configure their gender and sexuality, but how they conceptualize porn and sex is
informed by what they have learned about their gender and sexuality as female in the first
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place. Indeed, lesbians do not exist outside of social construction; there is no “natural” or
“inborn” way of being a lesbian unaffected by social reality, and in order to understand
how they are lesbians, I think it is important to look into what reality they are facing, and
how their being lesbians, or “lesbian-hood”, is configured in response to their particular
forms of desire and challenge.

Identity is in the learning

The study approaches identity as always forming, always embodied, and embedded;
through unwrapping how we grow up learning about gender and sexuality, and to see
what it is like to grow up and becoming a lesbian while having been exposed to certain
discourses and information but not some others, I want to find out what “lesbian” means
right here right now to this group of informants: How they have come to understand
“lesbian” as such, how does what they have learned about gender and sexuality allow or
disable certain configuration of “lesbian”, and how does this configuration of “lesbian”
answer to their unique context and need.

The arguments of this study is intended to be read within the context of certain
trends in current LGBT movements and social political situation, both local and global,
aiming to fill in what I consider as a gap in existing studies and advocacy discourses
about lesbians. In this time of increased (re)politicization of LGBT, I consciously intend
for this study to steer away from the notion of “Lesbianism” with its capital “L”, and try
to see in the informants’ own light what could be considered as “lesbian-hood”: lesbian
identity as living and learning to be.
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This study aims to reveal the gender and sexual normativity, and the everyday
identity struggle that lesbians face, by connecting lesbian identification and experience
with feminine gender, and argues for the acknowledgement, in queer studies and
movements, of the female-specificity of this form of queerness as lived by lesbians such
as my informants. Through this investigation into how they grow up acquiring gender
and sexuality, I propose a new methodology, namely that of “lesbian learning”. Instead of
trying to define what “lesbian” is, my aim was to find out some possible ways “lesbian”
have been defined in / by the particular context and position of my informants with all its
intersecting discourses, institutions, structured duties and expectations, networks of
meanings, and faculties of meaning-making. I use “learning” as the key concept and
methodological tool through which hopefully a more informed, holistic, and hopefully,
unbiased understanding of both the content and formation of the informants’ lesbian
identity can be reached, not only for “onlookers” who wish to “study” lesbians, for
activists who wish to mobile them, but also for lesbians to understand about themselves.
Ultimately, this concept of “learning” can be applied to understanding how other forms of
sexual and identity are formed and informed.

Being as learning to be

Studying lesbian learning is figuring out how they have come to be. I understand
“learning” as an immersive, continuous, interactive, and accumulative process located in
the intersectional “everyday” that concerns knowledge acquisition, but also discipline and
control, rejection, negotiation, adjustment, appropriation, experimentation, creation, and
constant reflection. Inspecting the process of lesbian learning, this study is concerned not
only about what is learned, but more importantly the conditions of possibility and “field
of the sensible”: I seek to find a way to reveal how their faculty of knowledge acquisition
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and perception is formed as to understand what kind of learning it allows and enables,
and to further inspect other conditions of learning, namely the availability of knowledge,
the contextual constraints for decision-making, and the affects involved.

It follows naturally that lesbian learning is as much about learning to be a lesbian as
it is about learning about lesbians, if the two can in fact be separated. Throughout the
study, I have shown that lesbians do not receive a separate learning about how to be a
lesbian or what being a lesbian means, instead, they learn about heterosexuality and
homosexuality in the same normative way as everyone does, as they always have been,
and still are, embedded in the shared common “everyday”. Some literature pointed out
how learning homosexuality from a predominantly heteronormative point of view could
subject queer people to stigmatized self-identification; what I wanted to add to this
formulation

through

this

research

project

is

that

this

learning

about

heteronormatively-defined homosexuality takes place concurrently with the learning of (a
certain configuration of, and certain elements of) heterosexuality as the ideal universal
human norm that transcend sexual object choice.

Further, lesbian learning is a highly embodied process depending greatly on
contextual variables, and any understanding and practice of lesbian identity informed by
contextualized formation are inevitably heterogeneous. It is not the aim nor the scope of
this study to discuss the origin, “authenticity”, or “naturalness” of desire, sentiments, and
inclinations; instead, the goal of this study is to show how the interpretation and
manifestation of what could be “lesbian desire” and “lesbian identification” could be
wildly different, because what “lesbian” mean in different social contexts is necessarily
different, hence it would be highly problematic to discuss “lesbians” in abstraction with
no bearing on contextual specificity, or even more dangerously, to base movements on
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any one configuration that claims universality, political correctness, and authenticity. The
reason why this project eventually evolves into one that is devoted to teasing out the
nuanced identity formation of young lesbians in Hong Kong is precisely because of a
discrepancy between the subjective identification by the informants and the objective
recognition by the general public and LGBT community of their being lesbians.

What “lesbian” can mean ultimately depends largely on what it is defined against as
well as what its embedded surroundings allows, and it is precisely why this study
emphasizes this “locatedness” (Butler 2011, 38) by locating “lesbian learning” in the
everyday. The questions proposed in this study are directed at both sides: What do the
informants mean when they claim the identity of “lesbian”, when this identity is so
popularly circulated and mobilized by the global and local LGBT movement they do not
feel to be a part of, and do not recognize them? How are they being lesbians in a way
popular discourses fail to capture or address, and why do these discourses fail to
understand or refuse to recognize them? Instead of asking questions like “Why are these
lesbians apolitical, and why don’t they become more political?” – I think the right
question to ask would be how this question tell us about how being lesbian has been
configured in popular LGBT movement discourse and public imagination.

Locating lesbian learning

Popular among literatures on LGBT identity formation is to configure such process
as possible only in, or mainly taking place at, LGBT locales, such as gay clubs, lesbian
bars, LGBT communities, awareness groups, or organizations, foregrounding the
correlation between LGBT-exclusive networks, the availability or flow of queer
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knowledge and information, with LGBT identity formation. This study, instead,
consciously moves away from these LGBT sites, and turns our attention to the embedded
everyday life that has previously been less studied as sites of LGBT identity formation.
Rather than offering another account to the already rich scholarship on learning and
identity formation at LGBT-exclusive sites or community, I seek to argue for the
significance of these everyday sites as important learning sites, by highlighting the part of
lesbian learning that happens outside of sites that are more traditionally associated with
queer identity development, as well as placing any possible “in-circle” lesbian learning
firmly within the network of everyday. LGBT persons are embedded in everyday living
as much as their identity formation is rooted in the normative and embedded in the
everyday. While LGBT spaces are nonetheless important in informing them more directly
about their identities, code of conduct, cultures, and practices, and also a temporary break
from the rules of the outside world, however, their existence is by no means isolated. To
understand how lesbians are and how they come to be, I believe that such understanding
is only possibly through a close reading of the nuanced and minor politics of the everyday.
In this age of connectivity of global LGBT movement, I seek to show through this study
the limitation in terms of reach of LGBT movements and ideologies, its related flow of
“queer knowledge” through the limited role LGBT movement and LGBT community life
plays in the lives of the informants, and the fraction of the (queer) population they
represent.

While the notion “lesbian” is certainly present and is popularly circulated and
mobilized in the context of contemporary Hong Kong by many parties for different
interests and agendas, how the notion is interpreted, learned, used, and lived by actual
lesbians, especially those who live their lives outside of communities and are
disconnected with the movement, is yet to be understood. Through nuanced examination
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and documentation, I intend to restate the significance and degree of impact the everyday
has on informing and shaping their lesbian identification, by demonstrating how their
everyday gender experience as girls plays a decisive role in shaping their queer
identification, and to argue for the relocation of LGBT identity formation within the
everyday, hoping to make “definitions” and “membership” be more informed, relatable,
imaginative, and inclusive.

Queer Daily

By proposing the notion “lesbian learning”, this study undertakes the exercise of
tracing from the beginning how this learning take place, what is learned, what influence it
has on the subject, how they make-do, and most importantly, how they choose to cope
with the conflicting discourses and affects, by configuring their lesbian identity in a
specific way, to make their being lesbians feasible. What I realized is that what “lesbian”
mean for these informants is ultimately based on what needs the notion and identity of
“lesbian” meet in the context of their everyday lives, what problems it helps them solve,
and that what “lesbian” can mean depends on what it means against these controls and
negations. It became of paramount importance that I contextualize the learning within
different social settings in their everyday, at sites upon which important institutions
operate, and where major part of our social life as well as identity formation takes place.

For these three sites, the home and the school are chosen based on the assumption
that they are important sites for the subject formation for people, and these are the two
places that we spend a lot of time in our formative years in, and they are also the physical
site where two major social institutions namely family structure and education system
operate. These sites are important because people are all assigned a specific role and
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identity within these institutions, and whatever identities they embody are of secondary or
no importance, for they are only demanded and thus expected to perform one designated
role. The informants exist primarily as daughters and schoolgirls, demanded to fulfill the
role dutifully. And whether or not they can perform the role concerns not only their
position within these institutions and sites, but also their overall social standing. The third
site, pornography (pornoscape) serves as an entry point into, and an attempt
“materialization” of, the intangible field of sexual conditionings the informants as young
girls and lesbians face. Pornography is on the one hand extremely important as a source
of sex-related information, as the abstinent attitude towards sex education at home and
school (as demonstrated in Chapter 1 and 2) had left the informants curious yet lost,
which drove them to seek reference from pornography, a medium which they consider as
being more “direct”. On the other hand, understanding their exposure and usage of porn
is important because it is both “a site” where they learn important lessons about gender
and sex, but also a converging ground where all that they have learned come together and
condition their experience and learning. The lessons that are learned in the site of the
home and the school, as well as that from other sources, work hand in hand to create a
certain “field of the sensible” that informs how the informants would perceive their
gender and sexuality, and defines what is sexually possible and imaginable for them.

In the beginning, as explained earlier, I did not focus so much on asking about their
experience of the sites of home and school, but naturally throughout the interviews, our
conversation gravitated towards these two sites as the center of their experience, and their
experience in these sites informs them in ways that conditions their possibility in the third
site. Also, there is a tendency to divide their life stages with reference to home and school
(in the exact sequence), as well as the issues they became concerned with at different
ages, and so this sequence also follows a chronological order. There are a lot of
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overlapping in terms of time, but in each chapter, I have devoted to individual sites, each
of them is as much a site-specific variation or manifestation of some overarching
principles which are the “conditionings” I have set out to address, as a potential
resolution to a unique set of problems which the informants tackle with, be it personal
problem unresolved in one site and they seek solution in another, or requirements of the
institution which they try to cope with.

Lesbian as an identity category, when it made its debut into the informants’ lives in
various ways, poses itself as an option, for opting out. It poses itself as a clear viable
identifier for same-sex desire but also more generally signifying alternative orientations
and gender configurations. This territory outside of the normative is both clearly and
vaguely marked at the same time: the boundary is clear in a sense that one can easily fail
to live up to the feminine norm, but on the other hand, the content of the lesbian identity
is never clearly defined for the informants, even as they decide to embrace the identity, or
afterwards. It is through their everyday experience of embeddedness in different social
institutions and interpersonal scenarios, at the intersection of different discourses about
gender, body, sex, and sexuality, which they gradually figure out for themselves what
lesbian is, and what being one means for them.

Conditions of being queer

The exercise of examining the experience of learning taken place at the three
chosen sites are on one level, nuanced documentation and analysis of the minor or even
minute politics of the everyday, but on the other, is a demonstration of how we could, as I
urge for a re-inspection of the role and importance of the everyday as the main sites of
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LGBT identity formation, that we should approach any given configuration of gender,
sexuality, or identity by understanding how they are conditioned. In this nuanced exercise
of unpacking how lesbian identity is learned, rejected, negotiated, appropriated, and lived,
we have looked at how meanings, rules, code of conduct, expectations, and boundaries of
gender and sexuality are learned through explicit “education” and “instructions” as well
as more implicitly through punishments and rewards, interpersonal interactions,
arrangement of space, visibility and the movement of bodies, which I hope would offer a
new way of approaching and understanding the content of identities and practices through
tracing and studying the process of different factors intersecting with each other. In all
three chapters, we can see how the actions of learning, adapting, resisting, improvising,
and practicing are not separated, but interactive and concurrent. The subjects are
constantly being formed as well as forming itself, facilitated and inhibited at the same
time by unique sets of conditions of possibility. Disciplinary efforts can be limitation or
inspiration of diverging strategies; the void created by negation can be room of creativity
and freedom; vagueness can be conditions for flexibility. Learning the expectations and
limits prompt the informants to resist or to device new strategies to cope or get away with
their own ways of doing gender and sexuality.

Being as negation

In earlier stage of life and identity formation, most prominently within the space of
home, lesbian learning is mostly experienced as an experience of negation. Negation here
is not in the sense of directly learning about lesbian as a stigmatized negative identity, or
being insulted or attacked for one’s “difference”, but negation in the form of tug-and-pull,
as rejection of expectations and elimination of options, that one learns to define oneself in
negation to something, rather than reaffirming “I am”. The characteristics that
271

characterizes what later are unified under the identity label of “lesbian”, are inevitably
intertwined and embedded in learnings of other kinds, namely that of gender, and
heterosexism from the very beginning. When “lesbian” emerges as a valid identity option,
it is out of this context and network of meanings that it emerges. Instead of first learning
to be a lesbian, most informants trace in earlier stages how they learned their identity in
configurations such as “I am not heterosexual” or “I am not a girl in the sense that gears
towards heterosexual attractiveness” instead of an affirming “I am”. Yet despite this
learning as negation, the informants of this study did not drop out of school, they did not
leave their families, they stayed in their jobs – in short, they stayed in their lives, they
remain embedded, and found ways to embed their lesbian identity within their existing
social networks and positions, to make their being a lesbian possible, operational, and
feasible.

But why? On one hand it shows that they have learned the rules well enough to
survive and managed their identities in a way that they are recognized as an acceptable
member of different social institutions. On the other hand it also tell us that while they are
conscious about how their lesbian identity and alternative gender expression, that they are
to different degrees disagreeing with “the norm”, and that they themselves also find
certain rules and expectations far from agreeable, yet they choose to stay. We could say
that it is because of the lack of options – that there is nowhere to go, they can only find a
way to make it work, but we could also interpret this as an active decision to remain
embedded, and the motivation could come from agreeing with or adapting to certain
norms and rules. Despite their stigmatized status, affectively they still occupy the position
of the norm, and the framework by which they imagine and understand are tainted by
what they grow up learning – that they do not feel the need to leave, as they do not feel
completely subjugated, marginalized, or excluded; they are certain that there are ways
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they can claim their share of the normative and socially acceptable. I wanted to find out
how one forms one’s identity in such a condition, where one has to define oneself in
terms of what one is not, how they transited from “I am not” to “I am”.

Being as making-do

As demonstrated in Chapter 2, schools are the sites where most of the informants
learn directly about lesbians and learn to be one. Schools as sites for lesbian learning,
socialization, and identity formation are in themselves isolated individual sites not
connected to larger networks or LGBT community. However, lesbian existence is not
isolated in a sense that when you are in “the lesbian space” within the school, it is still
embedded in the larger schooling environment, one exists not only as a lesbian, but also a
student. It requires a constant shifting and overlapping of identity, surveillance, and value
judgment as to whether or not you have performed your multiple roles and identities.
Identification developed in this environment under such circumstances is not rooted in
collective history, experience, or knowledge, or in queer thoughts and equal rights
activism, but of temporary networks and connections. What is available in the setting of
the school is what can be understood as a “ready-made” lesbian identity that emphasizes
practicality, there was no discussion or reflection on queer identity or ideologies because
it was not what is needed to adapt and survive in this environment. The embeddedness of
the lesbian space within the everyday space of the school blurs the boundary between the
two, which could result in a chaos in terms of membership. This created the need for a
very strict code of behavior in order to be accepted. The lesbian identity learned in the
environment of the school was something that focuses more on practice, rather than being
abstract ideas or discussion of ideologies, the “lesbianism” needed was knowledge about
rules that governs the “lesbian space”, aesthetics of lesbian genders and law of attractions,
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and so on, which would allow them to be recognized, and participate in the lesbian world
immediately.

The embeddedness and immersion of the lesbian world and identity within the
“social reality” is both the precondition for learning, as well as its ultimate goal – to
remain embedded – defines lesbian learning for these informants as learning how to
situated their lesbian identity within the conditions of the “real world”. At home, this
“making-do” manifests itself in the managing their sexuality and lesbian identity through
careful disguise and controlled disclosure of personal life to family members, and
exploits the home’s emphasis on their identity as “daughters” and their expectation of
girls as “unsexual child” as means to find space to be themselves, without having to
directly confront their family and damage their family ties. At school, they readily
mobilize what they have learned at home about “complementary identities”, as well as
the authority’s preoccupation with “unwanted heterosexuality”, to help them manage
between their duo-identities as schoolgirls and lesbians. The practicality of being able to
make-do as you learn, so as to be, I think, defines and help explain the particular way
most Hong Kong lesbians understand and live their identity.

Being as to be publicly and politically correct

I plan for this concluding chapter to be one that posits the findings of this thesis
within a greater network of LGBT movements and identity politics, to point out how the
informants (and the fraction of queer population they represent) are effectively excluded
by current LGBT discourses, that their being lesbian is misunderstood if not ignored, and
urges for change in how lesbian identity are now defined and understood, which not be
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based on “how lesbian are they”, but “how they are lesbians”. Just as I am penning this
concluding chapter I revisited the 2001 article in which Heather Love offered an in-depth
and very insightful examination of probably the most well-known lesbian novel in the
world, Radclyffe Hall’s 1928 novel The Well of Loneliness in relation to the difficulties
of writing queer history. Love, based her discussion of the character Stephen Gordon and
her identification on Erving Goffman’s Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled
Identity (1963), deals with the psychological strategies devised and employed by
marginalized and stigmatized individuals to manage or cope with their identity struggle,
which highlights the conflict and tension between different discourses, way of life, and
power structure. The first half of the article focused on the position the novel occupies in
the learning of / about lesbianism for both the public (or outsiders’) and “us”, and looked
into the reactions and criticism of the novel by “lesbians” and “queer critics” for the book
which Love suggest is symptomatic of the broader question about “the difficulties of
queer history”. While she aimed at revealing the ambivalence and dilemma queer
historiographers are facing, Love’s article is in fact a very compact account that touched
upon many problems that are still relevant to the discussion of this study today, especially
concerning the questions that haunted me, about recognition and identification.

If we place this configuration of lesbian identity within the context of how lesbian
sexuality and desire have been portrayed and discursively constructed and challenged as
illusive, changeable, impotent, and unreal for the informants as they grow up, it will help
us to understand it better at least in terms of what needs this popular configuration of
lesbian sexuality as either-or is catering to. By pointing this out I do not aim to question
the authenticity of the account, instead, my wish is to highlight what Ken Plummer (1994)
in Telling Sexual Stories had discussed as a trend of standardization of story or narrative
structure, and the effect is two-fold. In the first instance, I have observed a seemingly
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standardized narrative for lesbian “realization” and come-outs, which can be understood a
type of “lesbian sexual script”, alluding to what the informants understand as normatively
homosexual and politically correct story about lesbian identity and lesbian sexuality. My
findings are pointing to hidden lesbian sexual scripts that could be working to create and
regulate lesbian identity and sexuality, from without and within. As Lucetta Kam (2011)
pointed out in her essay on the politics of family for Shanghai lalas, the problem of the
discourse of “public correctness” holds true both in society and within the LGBT
community.

Compulsory homosexuality

Further, I have observed a hidden “lesbian script”, which manifested itself as a
combination of normative femininity with that of “compulsory” homosexuality, among
some of the informants, and I argue that it is influenced by how sexual identity have been
discursively constructed by both popular heteronormative discourses and LGBT
communities. What the informants had learned about their female gender, and what is
expected of female sexuality, have huge influence on how lesbian sex and sexuality is
perceived and imagine. The particular mode of queerness as observed among these young
lesbians must be understood as bearing the legacy of their heteronormative gender
conditioning.

However, just as there is the urge to push everything that does not fit into the
discourse of modern LGBT pride into one’s “past”, for the informants, there is an
internalized compulsion to establish a clear-cut and no-return segregation between
homosexuality and heterosexuality, allowing minimal fluidity, and bisexuality is hardly
considered as a valid identity, for the reasons of questionable “loyalty” and commitment
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to one’s lesbian identity. But instead of jumping to any quick conclusion or comparison
of this trait with for example that of radical lesbian-feminist in 70s, or even a new
“homonormative” hegemony, I observed what could be the “cause”, or at least the
conditions that create the need, for this attitude and strategy.

Firstly, to understand the notion of “political correctness” within the context and
politics of LGBT communities, we can see how informants who had relationship and
sexual experience with both sexes are required, or require themselves, to be especially
dismissive or hostile about their “heterosexual past”, when compared to the
self-identified TB informants who shared similar experience, because they learn to be
feminine lesbians as feminine female whose sexuality is always passive and challenged.
They are aware of the distrust and stigmatization as part of their learning to be lesbians
within lesbian communities, that out of the need to play the part, and perhaps also out of
the fear of themselves, they have adopted a particular narrative about their sexuality.
When masculine informants narrated with a general assertiveness, the narratives of the
more feminine informants, especially those who have recently started their first same-sex
relationship, they framed their “heterosexual past” as “stupid mistakes made because of
ignorance”. There is a clear correlation between one’s security about one’s identity as
lesbian and the narrative strategy of one’s sexuality. Compared to more feminine
informants, masculine informants reported to be less often challenged about their
“loyalty”, generally they feel more confident and secured about their own identification,
both in terms of self-perception and their perceived acceptance by “fellow lesbians” or
“lesbian standard”, they are less likely to adopt a negative narrative structure in
recounting their bi-sexual experience, and are more willing to acknowledge elements of
uncertainty regarding their sexuality. Whether or not the experience with men for the
feminine informants are indeed more traumatic, the consistency in their narrative
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framework could be understood as attempts to construct and perform an ideal
lesbian-ness, relating to how lesbian identity and lesbian-ness had been institutionally and
discursively constructed for them, which might come from the need to defend their
identity against attacks and challenges from among lesbians.

The hostility towards “bisexuality” which in fact in many instances stems from the
internalized distrust and fear concerning the notion of “lesbian temporality” explored by
Fran Martin (2010), which I also addressed in the school chapter. If the informants have
been taught since small that lesbian is a temporary or invalid identity, often denied and
dismissed as “a phase” or “false consciousness”, with heteronormativity threatening to
resume anytime, it is understandable that this temporality and (heterosexual) possibility is
transformed into a mistrust for one’s commitment and loyalty for one’s own
homosexuality, and by extension, that of others. This temporality of lesbian identity is so
integral to lesbian learning – as in learning to be a lesbian through learning about lesbian
– is internalized as mistrust and anxiety towards one’s commitment to one’s
(homo)sexuality, haunts the informants more than homophobia, shame, or self-denial.
Bisexuality is often perceived as standing for an ambiguous stance and questionable
loyalty. The hostility towards “ambiguity” can be understood as a reaction against this
systematic dismissal of the validity and commitment of lesbians, by “choosing a stance”
– lesbians-to-be make it clear that “this is not a phase, I am serious”, which became the
membership requirement. Just as renouncing one’s temporary lesbianism is a ritual one
must undertake to be accepted into society as an adult woman, for one to be fully (but
still not quite) accepted as a lesbian, one is required to denounce one’s “heterosexual past”
completely. Especially for feminine lesbians, fighting for one’s foothold amidst the
constant challenges they face regarding their identity might call for, as in the case of
feminine informants who had bi-sexual experience, more reactionary discursive and
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mobilizing strategies for self-protection and definition. However, by defining certain
lesbian subjects as proper and modern according to however these notions are defined,
we are defining lesbian-ism rather than respecting lesbian-hood, and are effectively
marginalizing other lesbians and render them illegitimate.

New politics of acceptance

I have, among many others, observed the rise of an alarming trend of normalization
and homogenization in the global (and local) LGBT movement discourse. The rather
simplistic configuration of how notions of sexual identities come to be (“born this way”),
and what they mean (“love is love”), which could have started as positive messages
meant to empower, and PR strategies that maximizes the progression of winning social
acceptance, have evolved to be quite contrary to their claim of inclusion and diversity,
created problems have real consequences in the modern LGBT discourses and equal
rights movements. Many LGBT people whom they have mobilized by calling out to, and
claim to speak and fight on behalf of, were effectively pushed to the margin or were
simply not recognize, especially in this age of hyper-mediated and commoditized /
capitalized movements.

In Taiwan, there are ex-organizers of Pride who pulled out because of what they see
as a trend of increase sanitization and gentrification of the parade, that the very group of
people that took the street for the first time years ago, namely transsexuals, drag queens,
drug addicts, stone butch, BDSM, and sex workers among others, are now in the name of
publicly correct image, considered “outcasts” of the parade (Wu 2013). This is precisely
how I felt in recent years at some of Hong Kong’s LGBT events. Replacing the old and
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unpretty comrades are youthful pretty faces and bodies that fit into the imagination of
progressive healthy modern LGBT: only those who are presentable in the sense of
political and publicly correct are worthy, and can walk proudly under the sun, while the
rest who are too unsightly as possible representatives of the movements, are unrecognized,
and further rendered unrecognizable.

One of what

In terms of “public correctness”, as in how the LGBT movement is representing
itself in the public sphere, the conscious downplaying of sexuality in LGBT identification
in public (self)representation can be understood a discursive strategy to tone-down the
radicalism of the movement in order to win wider acceptance in society. For lesbians to
be socially accepted, they do not only have to fit into the expectation of the publicly
correct LGBT who is fighting for the right to love (rather than to fuck) and are otherwise
morally upright citizens, they also have to live up to requirements of normative
femininity, that is to be non-sexual or sexually passive. Kam warns us about how this is
an alarming trend of normalization: “having first be a worthy human being before you
can come out as homosexual” – young, successful, healthy, loving, monogamous LGBTs
have now become the golden standard of LGBT acceptance, by which both the LGBT
movement and society regulate who are “worthy” as LGBT. What is at stake are those
who are not ready, or simply do not wish to enter the social institution of marriage and
family, all the other ways of being LGBT and other life choices they make that might not
be as easy to swallow as that of wanting to start their own family under state sanctions.
Instead of being truly diverse and equal as promised, the movement now requires
uniformity and conformity, especially given the shift of many LGBT equal rights
movements to that of fighting for institutional reforms in marriage and family. Under the
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slogan of “right to love”, individual differences are leveled, and particular problems,
needs, and choices are veiled. While the discourse on the “right to love” and the
de-sexualization that comes with it have certainly helped push forward equal rights
agenda in many societies, as observed and warned by many activists, these movements
push forward a publicly correct, normalized, and “clean” configuration of modern global
LGBT image, whose visibility relies heavily on social, economic, and cultural capital.
Effectively, it denounces queer people who are socially less privileged or ill-fitted into
these social expectations and narrow definition as illegitimate and unworthy as LGBT.

Old gays, grassroots lesbians, unattractive queens, and sex workers are
disappearing from Pride Parades. In their place, celebrities, university student
organizations, foreign embassies, and banks have become frequent attendees in recent
years. The irony is that even though they are denounced, we are living in a world where
these notions and identities circulate widely and they are, even though disavowed as
progressive and modern, they are nonetheless mobilized and affected, or even “called
upon”, above their own identification to these notions, in the greater movement / claim.
This reminds me of what Heather Love quoting in her article how one of her informants
considers The Well of Loneliness “very bad news for lesbians”, because it is “a depressing
spectacle that must undermine life among lesbians” (2001, 487). From this comment we
can see that the article had already gone beyond describing the effect the novel has on
lesbian learning for the queer person, but how the public learns about lesbian – if the two
can actually be distinguished and separated at all. Love further explains that “behind such
arguments over the novel’s ideology one senses discomfort […] Its association with
internalized homophobia, erotic failure, and a stigmatizing discourse of gender inversion
has allowed the novel to function as a synecdoche for the worst of life before Stonewall”
(2001, 488), from which it can well be concluded that, “since gay liberation Hall’s novel
281

has been singularly out of step with the discourse of gay pride”. The enduring popularity
and the increasing opposition and discomfort against the novel are telling us more about
its readers than the novel itself. For people like Love’s informants, the book is not only
bad publicity, as the character Stephen is depressive and her fellow queers in the book are
self-destructive and not exactly your average morally upright citizens, they are plainly
publicly incorrect and should not be the representatives of LGBT people. In the time of
global modern LGBT pride, such “depressing spectacle” of a queer person is also
politically incorrect, as the character refuses to identify with other queer characters
around her and to accept, if not wholeheartedly embrace and be proud of, who she should
be, that is as we have read it into her, a queer person.

Not only does the gay boy she met in the bar try to claim her as “ma soeur” (The
Well, 388), critics and readers too want to claim her as “one of the family”. However, the
resentment is mutual and intricate. In the story, while the gay boy calls her “my sister”,
Stephen the protagonist is reluctant to reply by calling him “my brother”, for his
“obviousness” of being queer, but also for his display of the stereotypical decadence and
pitifulness; as the readers, we are also caught in the dilemma of whether we could and
should recognize Stephen as one of our family, as publicly and politically incorrect as she
is, for her “obvious display” of self-hatred, denial, guilt, and shame. Maybe that is why
throughout the article, and perhaps also in the reviews of the novel, there is this stark
segregation between “we” and Stephen, both because “we” cannot, and further, do not
want to, recognize her as being one of us. Stephen can only belong to the novel, and more
importantly, to the 20’s when it was written, because it poses a question for us, however
closely or distant we associate ourselves to the modern global LGBT movement. It forces
us to acknowledge the tension behind “the need to turn the difficulties of gay, lesbian,
and transgender history to good political use in the present [which] has resulted in a lack
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of attention to the specificity and density of the historical past” (Love, 491). More
precisely, these negative affects or the “out of steps” ways of understanding and living
LGBT identity are relegated as ghosts from a dead past, not as something that is part of
our being, our identification, and our “community”. We do not want to recognize them,
and this recognition is not something the modern global publicly correct configuration of
LGBT identity would allow.

Conditions of lesbian possibilities

It is indeed difficult, as Love has illustrated, to deal with “the parts that don’t fit in”.
Eve Sedgwick explored in her now classic essay “Queer Performativity” (1993) what the
word “queer” could mean will always be loaded with the undetachable association “with
shame and with the terrifying powerlessness of gender-dissonant or otherwise stigmatized
childhood.” For Sedgwick, the political power and transformative energy of the term
“queer” comes precisely from “the childhood scene of shame”. According to Butler, the
work of queering is one that deals with temporality, that faces “backward, towards a
difficult past, and forward, in the direction of ‘urgent and expanding political purposes’”
(Love, 493), and to embrace queer is to engage with a history of injury, and constantly
working “to turn this term away from the past and towards the future” (Love, 493). But
the problem, for me, lies not in the tension or pull between the commitment to the past of
injury and that to the future of pride, but the missing present, the present which we are
celebrating but so easily forget as the continuation of the stuff that are shelved away as
the past. Our “queer” childhood did not end at a definite point and we as gay or lesbian or
queer beings detached from the past born out of a void or a rupture:
“Reflecting on his resistance to the interpellating call of gay pride, Miller
offers a genealogy for the surprising persistence of pre-Stonewall feelings in
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the wake of liberation. While he admits that important social and cognitive
changes have occurred in the wake of gay liberation, he points to the
continuity between individual experience before and after such
transformations. His image of character as stamped by its early experience
of shame captures the indelible nature of ideology’s effects.” (Love, 495)
“The past” is not merely past, but something inside us that is carried into and lived in the
present, and is the conditions of our future possibilities. The injury and trauma and shame
of the “past” which constitute who we are now is only called and perceived as the past
because they do not fit into the modern global discourse of pride, that the modern
progressive LGBT person should have nothing to do with it.

But it was not by the name of shame or injury or homophobia that we have learned
the many factors that would eventually become the constitutive components of shame and
injury and denial and hate and taboo and homophobia in us, without us knowing what
they are. The claim of being pure, “natural”, “inborn”, and “authentic” mobilized in
certain LGBT discourses and movement can hence be as problematic a claim as
accusations against it, since the social contextual factors are overlooked, conditioned
differences and particularities are not acknowledged despite the claim of diversity and
inclusion. The claim I wish to make, as substantiated by the findings of this study, is that
the learning of heteronormativity is inevitably a constitutive part of any socially possible
configuration homosexuality. No doubt it is not a reassuring thought to ultimately having
to face and acknowledge the fact that our adversary’s blood is pumping in our veins, and
the veins of the people we call comrades. But by alienating and containing “the norms of
wider society” we grew up learning as “the past”, this discourse of identity is effectively
dis-identifying ourselves, more precisely, we refuse to recognize what constitute the
present-continuous self. Further, we are effectively denouncing those who do not fit into
certain politically or publicly correct configuration of LGBT identity, which the
movements so conveniently mobilize as headcounts.
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Despite all its discomfort and difficulties, I argue, sacrificing factuality for political
correctness and our peace of mind is one of the gravest mistakes we can make, and the
worst possible direction any global or local LGBT movement could be heading. The
problem is both internal to oneself and to the movement. How are we attending to “the
representation of negative affects”, how are we to understand, represent, and face “the
social, corporeal, and affective difficulties of queer existence” underpinned by
homophobia alongside with other learned norms about gender and sexuality among so
many thing that forms the basis of our decisions, value judgments, and feelings? More
importantly we have to ask ourselves and our movements: How do we still recognize, or
choose to recognize, with people who also identify as lesbians but not in the same way as
we do? Who is this “we”, and how do we judge? This is a question of membership that
entails the dynamic of identification and dis-identification: if a lesbian embraces “the
norms of the wider society” and feel disconnected with the community which claims her
as “one of the family” on the level of movement, to the outside world, is this not
mirroring the moment when Stephen saw the miserable gay boy at the bar, wanting to
denounce him as “her brother”, and herself as being “his sister”, how are we to make
sense of or recognize these lesbians and their keeping at arm’s length, or do we disavow
them all the same? If the movement is to reach the core of problems, it would depend on
how honestly we acknowledge and recognize the inseparable parts in ourselves, and in
people who seem to be “lagging behind”, which is actually really something that is as
much a part of our lesbian identification as our pride and the apathy of someone we
mobilize as one of us but do not actually recognize or accept.
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At this time in history, it would be important that we revisit the debates and
struggles between community and person, collective and individual, as Andrea Stuart
criticized in her chapter “Feminism: Dead or Alive?” (1990):
“Encounter groups and consciousness raising seemed most pertinent to a
privileged few, largely white and middle-class, who were lucky enough to be
able to pit to one side issues of race and class and who, by extension, had
access through income and education to the somewhat esoteric discourses of
psychotherapy and psychology. The result was a movement side-tracked by a
peculiarly narcissistic dimension of ‘the personal is political’.” (37)
Stuart observed how the lack of diversity of background of members of the community
result in power imbalance that the privileged members namely the “white and
middle-class” women get to set the agenda of the movement, resulting in a “narcissistic”
turn by which “concerns” are formed largely in the hands of privileged members of the
community and “professional” LGBT advocates, and these are presented as concerns of
the community as a collective, claiming universality. Stuart pointed out an important
point regarding the power relation of community and movements. While in her case, race
was a huge factor that also had class implications, she noted more than simply the
potential (or reality) of the difference in social economic position would lead to the
movement’s agenda, expressions, and goals leaning towards the concerns and needs of
the more (socially) privileged members, but also might determine the chances of
exposure and having “access through income and education to” very different discourses
and knowledge, which determines to a large extend if they would be aware of the
existence of communities, if they would be concerned about the movement and its goals,
or if they are aware of the injustice and think of it as something they can or should fight
against, instead of handling or coping with them in an entirely different manner. This
echoes with experience of local lesbian activists who had trouble with representing their
voices in early LGBT organizations, because as female and as lesbians, they are doubly
disadvantageous in terms of social capital to access information and materials, to have an
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equal say in public sphere or to be entrusted with leadership role, to have the time and
financial basis to take part in the community, let alone “earning” visibility and acceptance
through contributing to the “pink economy”. For the lucky few who managed to take an
active or even leading part in, their concerns (or the lack of) became representational of
all lesbians. While the movement discursively mobilizes common people like my
informants as numbers to make their claim, to speak and fight on behalf of their
well-being, my informants feel disconnected or left out, because they do not feel its
relevant, they cannot relate to the movement as much as the movement cannot, and do not,
recognize them.

A movement that calls for respect of differences should base more sophisticated
understanding and comprehensive attentions to the struggle of a heterogeneous
population, who are facing a wide range of problems and conditions in their lives that
may or may not concern their identity as LGBT, while their identity as LGBT are
highlighted or deemed solely significant in the movement, as Benedict Anderson in
Imagined Communities (1991) said about the branding of national identity as the only
meaningful identity and its engulfment of not only individuality but also all of the
person’s other as meaningful identities and connections:
“Yet void as these tombs are of identifiable mortal remains or immortal
souls, they are nonetheless saturated with ghostly national imaginings. (This
is why so many different nations have such tombs without feeling any need
to specify the nationality of their absent occupants. What else could they be
but Germans, Americans, Argentinians…?)” (9-10)
Stuart witnessed the catastrophic aftermath of such negligence and mishandling of
differences, which created the perceived need by subordinated and marginalized voices in
the movement to “insist on differences”, leading to the creation of “hierarchies of
identities in which women, determined to prove their worthiness within the movement
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(and therefore to assert their right both to speak and be heard), compete against each
other over the nature and extent of their oppressions” (Stuart 1990, 38).

Dear comrades

“Finally, it is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual
inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always
conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately, it is the fraternity that
makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many millions of people,
not so much to kill, as willing to die for such limited imaginings.”
– Benedict Anderson (1991), Imagined Communities, 7

While collective identities within movement have been widely studied, there is an
assumption in many studies that LGBT identities are necessarily verified and
consolidated within active politicized community participations. As I have explained
above, the identity formation of my informants is instead located in the everyday. What I
did not have time to further explore in the study is the Why. On one hand I have
suggested the limited reach and flow of queer knowledge as one of the possible cause, but
there is a more fundamental question: why don’t they think it concerns them? While they
are undoubtedly discursively mobilized in claims for equal rights, that they are claimed to
be the tongzhi (comrades), most of the informants do not feel connected to, nor
recognized or accepted by “the movement” or any actual or virtual communities, to put it
simply: “I don’t feel welcomed”. I argue that this is the result of the trend of
normalization and public correctness that alienated the informants. How do we challenge
normalization and its claim of universality in the community that alienates people by
smothering much needed individual solutions without falling into segregations and
competition? This study is not pushing for nuanced categorization and naming or forming
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alliances based on “primary identities”. What I am asking is: Why do they feel
unaccepted as a part of all these, that they feel unrecognized as comrades by those who
also claim comradeship? I believe that this points to a set of much deeper questions that is
beyond the scope of this thesis, about movement politics and appropriate subjects, about
membership and exclusion, but it is something my thesis hopefully has begun to raise
question about. Even though I cannot answer why the movement or the communities
would not recognize these lesbians, I think I could at least contribute to solve the problem
of why they could not recognize these lesbians, by proposing a new methodology, one
that foregrounds listening and contextualization, one that see identities as both shaped by
society and individually fought, embodied and lived, one that helps us to understand how
things come to be by mapping out the conditions of possibility and field of the sensible,
to see challenges they face not by assumption but concrete knowledge of contextual
constraints, with empathy and acceptance, and respect for their courage and agency.

De/Re-politicization of the lesbian identity?

Following the Umbrella Movement, unprecedented change took place in the city as it
became increasingly politicized and divided, with unintended consequences of promoting
LGBT movement, starting by the series of coming-out of local stars in 2012 and
subsequent involvement of queer icons HOCC and Anthony Wong in the Umbrella
Movement as well as the LGBT equal rights movement. The overlapping of the personnel
of the new generation of LGBT movement and the social movement made LGBT identity
increasingly associated with political activism, as noted by the informants as they are
confronted by their families with the causal association, especially with the
unprecedented encounter and alliance between local politicians, activists, and LGBT
organizations at the Umbrella Movement. Lion recalled: “My mother knows that I like
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HOCC, and one day she asks me, when we were watching news about the protest, which
she knows I support, if I am a lesbian. I never imagined that I would be outed like this.” It
was still an unforgettable moment, when Pride Parade marches by the Causeway Bay
occupation site, and the mutual solidarity they have shown for each other, with the yellow
ribbon on the Pride marchers, and rainbow flag flying at the Occupation site. How do the
changes in the city’s political and social environment change the learning and
identification of specifically “apolitical” lesbians? But with the increased visibility and
seeming acceptance of the LGBT movement (with its different LGBT organizations and
events), there is at the same time an alarming trend of homogenization and normalization,
as I have discussed above, which manifests itself through the push for not only political
but also public correctness.

On June 15, Pink Dot, a largely depoliticized LGBT event originated in Singapore,
was introduced to Hong Kong by the Big Love Alliance, which is ironically formed by a
group of stars and celebrities who are openly supportive of Occupy Central (which later
became the Umbrella Movement), and supported by Pink Alliance among other local
LGBT organizations. Taking place at the sensitive time of 2014, a year when the Occupy
Central Movement (Umbrella Movement) that eventually became reality in September
was in the making, Pink Dot Hong Kong is a difficult phenomenon to comprehend. While
it is arguably the most successful LGBT event in the city’s LGBT movement history that
raised LGBT visibility and public support, it can also be understood as the biggest move
to depoliticized LGBT movement since 2012. In terms of positioning, it is consciously
apolitical as it originated in the context of Singapore where public assembly is illegal; it
relied heavily on star power to package the event that gave it high level of visibility and
acceptance, it was sponsored by multi-national companies and banks, and the
demographic composition of participants consisted mainly of upper/ middle-class
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families, expats, young local hipsters, university students, with few grass-root
participants on the side. Comparing Pink Dot 2014 with the historical moment of the
2014 Pride Parade marching pass Occupation sites, where the participants of both Pride
and Occupation expressed mutual support and fostered a real connection, the sudden
popularity and rapid development of the new generation of LGBT movement as
embodied by Pink Dot is worth closer inspection.

Instead of a flowing rainbow that spread across the major avenues in the heart of the
city’s political and financial center, instead of having to meet the faces of young and old
and tall and short and thin and fat and beautiful and ugly marchers (and the latter are
usually not visible, if they are even present), the Pink Dot is best viewed from above, as a
leveled compressed indistinguishable, dot. And there is only one color, pink, that looks
nice on most people, and the hue is nonthreatening. The strong apolitical character of
Pink Dot differs from the more legislation-driven or explicitly “sexual” grass-root LGBT
movement effort in the past. What had been largely disregarded or ignored by the media
had since become a more neutralized event in a way, as some informants recounted:
“Before, I was really scared and didn’t dare to go to the Pride, because you
are afraid that people will see you and tell your family, or you got caught on
camera and your parents will see you on TV news. In the past, going to
Pride means you are gay, it means coming out publicly and says that you
are gay, because only gay people go to the Pride. But later on, people who
support LGBT rights or gender equality can also go to the Pride, so it
became something like showing support and alliance, and now you can say
that you are going with your classmates or teachers, or you are just there to
support a social justice cause, or just there to join a parade. It’s not as
immediate and intimate anymore; the association between going and your
identity is less strong and direct as it once was. It’s something hip and a
thing people would go to enjoy themselves.”
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This soaring positive media presence of the new generation of LGBT movement,
however, is contrasted with the relatively unchanged (low and stigmatized) public
presence of LGBT, especially in public discussion. I argue that this would have been a
result of the movement’s sudden popularization, followed by premature depoliticization
and gentrification. This sudden rise of visibility in terms of media presence, coupled with
the government’s sudden enthusiastic (but nonetheless lukewarm) effort to launch public
education / ad campaign promoting equal opportunities for people with diverse gender
identity and sexual orientation, seemed to have rendered anti-discrimination legislation
unnecessary, which had been the major goal for Hong Kong LGBT movement for many
years. But does the popularity of the movement mean that equality has been achieved
now? I have reservations. The visibility of LGBT (on special occasion) and LGBT issue
was so sudden, almost overnight, and the skipping from education to mobilization, with
tactics and slogans adopted by some LGBT event organizers, coincide with the language
of homogenizing love used in the Occupation. Instead of drawing attention to concrete
issues and problems, they often draw attention away by resorting to the more juicy and
abstract claim of “love” or “democracy”, with minimum effort to deepen understanding
of real challenges faced or the issues concerned.

Is this real social acceptance and change or is it because of the star power and global
political correctness that businesses and institutions are fast in tapping into supporting
LGBT as brand-building if not securing a share in the Pink Economy, that the wide
support is more a trendy strategy hence illusion rather than stemming out of real social
progress or heightened awareness? Complicating this, or to name the factor that made it
really unique, is not the duplicating of the personnel driving recent LGBT movement
(and progress) with that of recent political / social movement in fact representing rather
the mind-boggling loop of the LGBT visibility and popularity of the movement enabled
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by politicization, the simultaneous pull to depoliticize the movement into one that
normalizes and asks for acceptance on the basis of “love” and public correctness? And is
it not true that the heightened popularity made possible by this move of depoliticization
in turn motivated a lot of young people to set up politically conscious LGBT groups in
their schools? Anthony Wong and HOCC, who were respectively the first male and
female star to ever come out in Hong Kong, happened to be firstly an LGBT icon but
secondly “artists with a social consciousness”, and had been the public face of this new
generation of local social movements. But if progressive globally-connected modern
lesbians are now the only proper subjects of the movement, what does this newly gained
political association and extra layer of reactive rebelliousness mean to those who have
been maintaining a delicate balance and did not have to explicit outing oneself, and to
their hard-negotiated social security? Will the current movement and the direction it is
heading address the needs and situations of the silent and invisible many, or will it once
again smother the need for diversified solutions with that of a false collective?

Generative Refusal

Earlier in 2016, Pink Dot marked its 3rd year in the city, with record-breaking
attendance and sponsor support, and was the second I attended; in November, just before
this study concludes, I witnessed Hong Kong’s 8th Pride Parade (since 2008). 6800
marched at the year’s Pride calling for legal reform to protect LGBT community from
discrimination and secure equal rights for all. Weather forecast predicted a cold and
partly rainy day, but instead of occasional but tolerable showers like that of 3 years ago,
the downpour was heavy, and lasted the whole afternoon from start to finish. Maybe it is
a metaphor for the city, as well as movement and where it is heading. It was a chilling
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day, the football courts look particularly vast and empty. Compared to other occasions
when the football courts were flooded with people for other causes like the July 1st Big
March or the June 4th Vigil, 6800 seemed like a very small number, by number and by the
look of it. IDAHO would usually take place at the Charter Garden, which is a smaller and
more intimate space. In the football courts that are so often appropriated and transformed
into a space of dissent, the proud marchers soaked in chilly rain are dwarfed by their
surrounding space. The small – but not-so-small group in the city’s history of LGBT
movement – group might as well be considered as a single tightly-knitted group of people,
they are, as discussed in the news coverage, Hong Kong’s LGBT community, the city’s
own queer folks. The rain seems to be indiscriminating, hitting everyone in the same way,
“we are all in this together”, but actually it does not.

How do we – or more precisely – how do I begin to argue “but actually it does not?”
In the conclusion of her 2014 book Mohawk Interrupts: The political life across the
border of settler states, the anthropologist Audra Simpson asked: “How to stop a story
that is always being told? Or, how to change a story that is always being told?” I had the
privilege of attending her inspiring and generatively angry opening keynote of Crossroads
2016, on politics and meanings of refusal, in the context of the struggle of indigenous
people in Canada and America against the colonial oppression and appropriation. What
and how are they refusing? And more importantly, why do they still hold onto their
refusal in this new age of reconciliation? According to Simpson, the answer is
straightforward: “because the way things now are is not good enough”. (177) But how
can we say that it is not good enough? When the reconciliation ceremonies and Pride
parades are so touching and spectacular, the apologies and call for inclusion so sincere,
the policies seems to not only put the previously oppressed and mistreated groups back
on equal footing with everyone else, but also that the past wrongs have been righted, and
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a new day has come when people should love each other and live happily together. Some
even argue that they are granted privileges that they are enjoying even more than others,
i.e. people who do not belong to this “oppressed group of minorities”, that they have
made themselves so special that by having to compensate for their “sufferings” they are
in turn made the “privileged class”, that by asking anything, these people are asking for
more, and they are only going to ask for more. Why are you people still complaining now
that we have given you all that rights, these special rights? Why are you people still
complaining now that we have got these rights and acceptance we have been fighting for?
Why are we complaining when we seems to be getting everything that we have been
fighting for?

Because this is not good enough. Because the stories of lives of people have always
been told as a single story for the movement and it is time to pause and inspect within so
that it can really to live up to its claim of equal rights – if it would be to bold and
ungrateful to call for a change in the rhetoric of change. Because movements that are
based on some falsely universalistic formulation, definition, or imagination of lesbianism
and lesbian identity instead of lesbian-hood would mean that problems neglected and
people further marginalized and render invisible, because the problems can’t even be seen
if membership is defined as such, let alone acknowledged or recognized. Because the
plight of being lesbian comes not only from their sexual orientation. Many of the
informants have been forced into choosing or working in certain jobs, however, their
career options are limited not so much because of their sexual orientation but a
combination of unorthodox gender expression and transgressive sexuality, and that they
are women. To begin with, women are unequally paid, and are often the first to go if the
company is firing. Further, women in the labor market have always been sexualized, and
even if they are performing the same duty as their “gender-neutral” male counterpart,
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their gender (sex) would still be “seen”, and thus requires confirmation. The precarity of
their employment situation or career path means that they would not have the social
economic power and resources to support movement participation or even gaining
recognition through contributing to the pink economy. Rather than being able to be the
publicly correct LGBT who are young good-looking middle-class professionals or
hipsters, it feeds back into the stereotypical image of masculine lesbians are usually lower
class “punks” who fails in study and work, and are social deviants who can’t even
manage their own lives.

Unfortunately, employment opportunity and economic condition, more so than
obvious “class division”, is an area which I did not manage to include in this research.
Further research should look at how lesbians are subjected to different employment
conditions and subsequently varied economic situations as affected by their gender
expressions and sexual orientations, which has a great impact on their identification,
connectivity with lesbian networks, access to queer knowledge, visibility in society, and
participation in LGBT movements, with the two not necessarily causally related. As an
effort to take the first step in future quests of this kind, I proposed the notion of “lesbian
learning” through which I intend to highlight the need of and offer the methodological
tool to acknowledge and recognize the possible alternative configurations of the
“universal” notion of lesbian as informed and contextualized by a better understanding of
its conditions of possibilities with all its intersecting discourses and nuanced everyday
politics, that we can see beyond superficial similarities and differences, the challenges
they face and agency they display. This study is less concerned with turnout rate of
marches than the causes of alienation, exclusion, and disconnection, and I hope what I
have found about the many conditionings of gender and sexuality, the many meanings of
lesbian identification, priority of identity and roles, and the location of shame, could help
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movements, and more importantly, understanding of identity and sexuality, to be
inclusive and relatable again.

Coda

This is where my thesis ends, but the job for my thesis does not end here – my
project too, like the popular lesbian blockbusters which I did not enjoy, or token lesbian
characters in TV shows, or yet another news coverage on schoolgirls allegedly
committing suicide after unsuccessful same-sex romance – maybe in comparison with a
way smaller out-reach – is participating in the discursive construction of what “lesbian”
means, but more importantly and frighteningly also what “lesbian” really is, and what
“lesbian” can be.

“We tend to forget this, that the lives of the vast majority of people were
simply untouched by the so-called spirit of the sixties; that most people
went through most of the decade hardly knowing what a hippie was, still
less interested in what hippies had to say.”
– Stone, C. J. (1999), The Last of the Hippies, 21

While the academia has always been one of the most progressive driving force
behind LGBT movements, local scholar Helen Leung commented on the tension between
“queer” and “theory”, or at large, institutions that favor definitions, and the shortcomings
of the normalizing effect of theories, “(t)he institutionalization of queer theory has made
proper objects out of bodies, pleasure, identities, emotions, and practices that where
hitherto considered deviant, unruly, rude, dangerous. At the same time, these are
constituted as objects of theory only in so far as they are articulated in recognizable
theoretical forms, within specific intellectual trajectories, and by theorists working in
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bona fide academic positions”. Leung calls for attention to local queer writings by
“laypeople” as parts of the queer factuality of the city and should occupy the same
positions and “weight” the same as theoretical works produced by scholars; indeed, this is
an important intellectual project which I wish to add by further calling for the inclusion,
and radical re-centering of the lived and materialized practices and everyday experience,
especially of those who are both unrecognized and unrecognizable, who do not have the
social economic capital to make themselves visible in publishable writings, recognized
theories, or popular discourse. This is where, Heather Love’s “‘Spoiled Identity’: Stephen
Gordon’s Loneliness and the Difficulties of Queer History” (2001) became a very
important reminder that helps to anchor my position, about who has been exclusively
recognizable, and who should really be recognized.

This study is not only about lesbian learning, but ultimately and inevitably
become engaged in lesbian learning. Love (2001) noted someone who wondered “what it
would have been like to grow up not having read The Well [of Loneliness]”, if they were
exposed to some other materials, if they grew up with a different way of understanding or
imagining lesbianism, would they have perceived themselves differently, and that all their
“unrequited love, tearful abandonment, the curse of it all might never have existed” (Love,
488)? Would this study help past, future, or current queer people to understand more
clearly where they are coming from by offering new methodology, or would it end up as
the case of some negative reception of The Well, that we are the creator of miserable
self-fulfilling prophecy, that by giving “negative” examples that queer people are more
likely to be learning through examples of “stereotypical” pain and self-hating that they
end up living unhappy and unfulfilled lives? How is this learning experience I am
offering different from other education of normative gender and sexuality, or of
homophobia? How do I position my study as being written from the inside or as an
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outside observer? Is there room for “negativity”, speaking in the context of modern
LGBT liberation, in any public discussion and representation of queer people, if such
negativity is part of the reality of embedded queer lives? Or to put it in another way, am I
undermining or overthrowing what queer activists and equal-right advocates and normal
queer folks had be fighting for if I am asking everyone queer or straight or whatever to
rethink what the most fundamental notions mean, and thus challenge the basis of
connections of established alliances?

I always fear that I am betraying what had been done, and is promising to do so
much good. What I am doing, if not questioning The Movement (with the capital “M”)
and its designated way of being queer?

But as times get better, as Heather Love suggested 15 years ago, the “negativity” is
still hard, and had become harder, to deal with, both that of external and internal,
especially in this time of unprecedented modern global discourse of LGBT pride. One
way of dealing with it is to associate it with “the past”: in queer history but also that in
the community and within ourselves, the “negativity” or whatever that does not fit into
this politically and publicly correct configuration of modern lesbian identity is always
assumed to be and framed as only belonging to “the past”, marginalized as the temporal
Other. But then we risk denying the realistic conditions of lesbian-hood: that lesbians are,
and we are, learning from the “wider norms of the society” (Love, 489), continuously,
pre- or post-Stonewall, pre- or post-Pride. In her essay, and in many of the critics she
quoted, the “us” and the protagonist Stephen of The Well are discussed as if there is a
clear distancing and distinction between the character of a sad lonely pre-enlightened
lesbian who necessarily lives in loneliness, fear, hatred, and self-denial, and the happy
positive communal proud liberated lesbians who live in the present. But is it something
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that only happens in the past, or is it what we have left out for the convenience of a
politically and publicly correct modern LGBT pride discourse?

I have been asked many times, what story am I trying to tell, and why would I want
to present my informants, and by extent, lesbians in Hong Kong, in this light. If there is
one impression one gets from reading through the thesis, it is that of my powerlessness, if
not fear as a researcher. At times as I was discussing with my mentor and when
afterwards I walk along the corridor or staring blank into the fleeting scenery of the
sea-side highway of Tuen Mun, or late at night when I finally have peace looking at the
pages I have written, I would ask, is it the right point to make, and would it be the right
thing to write? Why am I asking this question, or why would I get this question, should
my thesis not be based on facts from objective observation and careful analysis? But even
with all the evidence and arguments, at the end of the day am I really helping to clarify
stereotypes, to go beyond lazy comparison or cheap associations and see the real factors
contributing to their being the way they are, and offer a way for people to see who they
are not seeing in a more empathetic light, or am I pointing fingers and making
accusations, and present these lesbians in “negative light” that undermines their struggles
and agency? Am I helping with the progression of their rights and social standing or am I
pouring black paint over them? Or am I really asking all these because there is the bigger,
and more daunting question of political and public correctness, a question not only about
who is recognized, but more fundamentally, who can be recognized?

These questions are especially daunting and pressing as the world is taking a fast
right turn but LGBT equal rights seems to be, at the same time, unprecedented height.
When we ask the question “Why don’t these lesbians become more political?”, I would
wonder if it is in fact the right question to ask, or does this question begs other questions
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such as: Is being political the only possible way of being a lesbian now? Is a good and
proper and authentic lesbian always a political one? How are we to reflect on and renew
our efforts to fight new oppressions and conditions? This thesis is by no means
conclusive and definitive in this quest for honesty and bravery that often left me or
confused or frightened into silence along the way. I believe the use of theory is not to
predefine the world by measuring lived facts against standards, and pronounce them
illegitimate and unqualified, but to provide us with tools and frameworks by which we
can better approach and understand the way things work and how they come to be.
Perhaps what I wish to offer is an example of the very act of questioning, and a
methodological tool to help my readers to begin questioning, to make it possible to say
that “this is not good enough”, hopefully as a point of departure for more bold
questioning and honest reflections, on not only the joy and pride, but also the constraints
and pain, and the nuanced and ambivalent everyday lived in between.
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shang nü ren de nü ren kou shu gu shi (= 艾 love 女人 : 香港會愛上女人的女人口
述故事). Hong Kong: Fly Media.
Wu, M. H. (2013, October 21). 這個遊行本來就不是要服務你們. Facebook. Retrieved
January 29, 2017, from:
https://www.facebook.com/ttcat0902/posts/728980170449486
Young, M. M. H. (1999). Spaces of Their Own: Women's Public Sphere in Transnational
China. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Methodology
Appadurai, A. (1996). Modernity at large: Cultural dimensions of globalization.
Minneapolis, Minn: University of Minnesota Press.
Babbie, E. R. (1992). The Practice of Social Research. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Pub.
Brettell, C. (1993). When they read what we write: The politics of ethnography. Westport,
Conn: Bergin & Garvey.
Burgess, R. G. (1982). Field research: A sourcebook and field manual. London: G. Allen
& Unwin.
Castillo Bautista, R. C. (2014). Africans in Guangzhou: A cultural analysis of
transnationality amongst Africans on the move. Thesis. Lingnan University.
Chow, Y. F. (2011). The banana [re]public: A study of trans/national popular culture
consumption among young Chinese living in the Netherlands. Thesis. [S.l] : [s.n.]
Clifford, J. and Marcus, G. E. (1986). Writing culture: The poetics and politics of
ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Coleman, S., & Von, H. P. (2011). Multi-sited ethnography: Problems and possibilities in
the translocation of research methods. New York: Routledge.
Cuff, E. C., Sharrock, W. W., & Francis, D. W. (1998). Perspectives in sociology. New
York: Routledge.
Cvetkovich, A. (2003). An archive of feelings: Trauma, sexuality, and lesbian public
cultures. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Denzin, N. K. (1996). Interpretive Ethnography: Ethnographic Practices for the 21st
Century. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications.
Gray, A. (2003). Research practice for cultural studies: Ethnographic methods and lived
cultures. London: SAGE.
Hammersley, M. (March 01, 2006). Ethnography: Problems and Prospects. Ethnography
and Education, 1, 1, 3-14.
304

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: Principles in practice. London:
Routledge.
Jones, S. (1985). Depth interviewing. In Applied qualitative research, ed. Robert Walker,
45–55. London: Gower Publishing Company.
Lash, S., & Lury, C. (2007). Global culture industry: The mediation of things. Cambridge:
Polity.
Leistyna, P. (2005). Cultural studies: From theory to action. Malden, MA: Blackwell
Pub.
Malinowski, B. (1922). Introduction: The subject, method and scope of this inquiry.
Pickering, M. (2008). Research methods for cultural studies. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press.
Plummer, K. (1995). Telling sexual stories: Power, change, and social worlds. London:
Routledge.
Pink, S., Horst, H. A., Postill, J., Hjorth, L., Lewis, T., & Tacchi, J. (2016). Digital
ethnography: Principles and practice. Los Angeles: SAGE.
Punch, K. (2009). Introduction to Research Methods in Education. Los Angeles: Sage.
Reinharz, S. (1992). Feminist methods in social research. New York: Oxford University
Press.
Hu, Y. H. (胡幼慧) （2008）。 質性研究：理論、方法與本土女性研究實例 。台北：
巨流。
ONE
Home
Allen, M., and Burrell, N. (1994, 1997). Comparing the Impact of Homosexual and
Heterosexual Parents on Children: Meta-Analysis of Existing Research. Journal of
Homosexuality 32(2), 19-35.
Appold, S., & Yuen, B. (2007). Families in flats, revisited. Urban Studies 44, 569-589.
Bell, D., & Binnie, J. (2000). The sexual citizen: Queer politics and beyond. Cambridge,
UK: Polity.
Borden, L. M. (2014). Promoting Positive Development of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and
Transgender Youth. The University of Minnesota.
Bregman, H. R., Malik, N. M., Page, M. J. L., Lindahl, K. M., & Makynen, E. (2013).
Identity Profiles in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Youth: The Role of Family
Influences. Journal of Youth Adolescence 42, 417–430.
Butler, J. (2008). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. New York:
Routledge.

305
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APPENDIX
|● : more than one interview; ○ : several informal long conversations apart from interviews; □ : regular personal contact; △ : participant observation |

Interviews
1

Name

Identification

Education

Occupation

Living condition

Status

Type of communication

Remarks

Coo

TB / Lesbian /

Tertiary

Independent

At home with family

Formerly in

Recorded interviews,

●○□△

relationship with Lit,

Personal

broke-up during the

communications

female

film producer

course of this project,
now single
2

Kitty

Woman /

Tertiary

Writer, feminist

Moved out, cohabit

Broke up with her

Recorded interviews,

lesbian /

activist,

with stable male

secondary school best

Personal

bisexual

freelance

partner

friend and later

communications

writing teacher,

girlfriend, now

freelance editor

unmarried mum of a

●○□△

daughter
3

Mei-ting

Female /

Tertiary

Student,

At home with family

Now single

Recorded interviews,

lesbian /

university

Personal

bisexual

research

communications

●○□

assistant,
freelance
reporter, activist
4

Harriet

Lesbian

Tertiary

Student

Between home and

Stable girlfriend

Recorded interview

school dormitory
i	
  
	
  

5

6

Fiona

Jin

Female /

Recently fall in love

Recorded interview,

lesbian /

for the first time with a

Personal

bisexual

girl, now unclear

communications

Now single

Recorded interviews,

Female /

Tertiary

Tertiary

Unclear

Student

lesbian /

At home with family

Between home and
school dormitory

Queenie

Lesbian /

●○□△

Personal

pansexual
7

○□

communications
Tertiary

Private tutor

At home with family

Stable girlfriend

bisexual

Recorded interview,

□

Personal
communications

8

Mushroom

Lesbian

Tertiary

Social worker

At home with family

Stable relationship

Recorded interview,

with Lion

Personal

○△

communications
9

Wenny

Lesbian /

Tertiary

Teacher

At home with family

bisexual
10

11

Carmen

Egg

TB / Lesbian

Lesbian

Tertiary

Secondary

Recently fall in love

Recorded interviews,

for the first time with a

Personal

girl, now unclear

communications

Stable girlfriend

Recorded interview,

Investment

At home with family,

banker

saving money to buy

Personal

an apartment

communications

Coffee barista,

Bought an apartment

Formerly in

Recorded interviews,

started a small

with family, moved

relationship with

Personal

business

out with brother

Heather, broke-up

communications

●○

●○□△

○□△

during the course of
this project, in new
relationship now
ii	
  
	
  

12

Tung

TB

Secondary

Construction

At home with family

Single

Recorded interview

○□△

Freelance music

Moved out, share

Formerly in

Recorded interviews,

●○□

Lesbian /

teacher, back-up

apartment with friend

relationship with Coo,

Personal

Pansexual

singer

broke-up during the

communications

site inspector
13

Lit

Queer /

Tertiary

course of this project,
now single
14

Loui

TB / Lesbian

Tertiary

Student

At home with family

In a stable relationship

Recorded interview

with her former high
school teacher
15

Ling

Lesbian /

Secondary

female
16
17

Bambi
Billie

Lesbian / TBG
TB / Lesbian /

Coffee barista,

At home with family

Broke up with her first

Recorded interview,

girlfriend during the

Personal

course of this project

communications

At home with family

Cohabit with stable

Recorded interview

and girlfriend

girlfriend

At home with family

Formerly in

Recorded interview,

relationship with

Personal

Susie, now single

communications

Stable girlfriend

Recorded interview,

manager
Diploma
Tertiary

Student
Staff at NGO

female
18

Bao

TB / female /
lesbian

Postgraduate

Research

At school dormitory

assistant,

as hall tutor, saving

Personal

literary

money to buy an

communications

magazine editor,

apartment

○□△

○□△

□△

freelance writer

iii	
  
	
  

19

Yan

Lesbian /

Tertiary

female
20

Lion

Lesbian / TB

Tertiary

Assistant of

At home with family

Stable girlfriend

district

Personal

counselor

communications

Commercial

At home with family

laboratory

Stable relationship

Recorded interview,

with Mushroom

Personal

technician
21

Causeway

Lesbian /

Bay Susie

bisexual

Tertiary

Recorded interviews,

Advertiser,

●○□△

□△

communications
At home with family

Formerly in

Recorded interview,

volunteer in

relationship with

Personal

LGBT

Billie, broke-up during

communications

organization

the course of this

○□△

project, now unclear
22

Heather

Lesbian / Pure
/ female

Tertiary

Independent
film producer,
freelance video

At home with family

Formerly in

Recorded interview,

relationship with Egg

Personal

○□△

communications

director

iv	
  
	
  

Semi-formal / informal Interviews
Name

Identification

Education

Occupation

Living condition

Status

Type of communication

Remarks

24

TB

unclear

Interior

At home with family,

Stable girlfriend,

Unrecorded face-to-face

○□

designer

saving money to buy

update status unclear

interview, Personal

Ah Lit

an apartment
25

Hun

Formerly as

Postgraduate

Bodybuilder

TB, now as

communications

Moved out, cohabit

Cohabit with

Personal

with girlfriend

long-term girlfriend

communications

unclear

unclear

Personal

○□△

trans
26

Candice

Lesbian

Tertiary

Student, LGBT
rights activist

27

28

Alpha

Martina

Lesbian

Lesbian /

Tertiary

Tertiary

female

Chef

communications
Moved out, share

Cohabit, in stable

Unrecorded interview,

apartment with friend

relationship with

Personal

Martina

communications

Intimate Stylist

Moved out, share

Cohabit, in stable

Personal

as adult store,

apartment with friend

relationship with

communications

feminist activist
29

Jennie

Femme lesbian

Tertiary

○□△
○

○□△

Alpha

Drama / English

Moved out, share

Formerly in

Unrecorded group

teacher

apartment with friend

relationship with

interview

○□△

Andrea
30

Andrea

Lesbian

Tertiary

unclear

At home with family

Formerly in

Unrecorded group

relationship with

interview

△

Jennie
31

Sam Wai

Lesbian

Tertiary

Magazine
editor, writer

At home with family

Stable girlfriend, now

Personal

unclear

communications

○□△

v	
  
	
  

32

Venus

Lesbian

Tertiary

Female and

unclear

unclear

LGBT rights

Unrecorded group

△

interview

activist
33

Jessie

Lesbian /

Tertiary

female

Freelance

Moved out, share

copy-writer,

apartment with friend

unclear

Personal

□△

communications

translator
34

Yvonne

TB / Lesbian /
Female

Postgraduate

Freelance
designer,

At home with family

Stable girlfriend

Personal

○□△

communications

university
admin staff

vi	
  
	
  

